Bard College

Bard Digital Commons
Senior Projects Spring 2019

Bard Undergraduate Senior Projects

Spring 2019

The Brookhaven Landfill: An Environmental Case Study on
Politics, Policy, and Perceptions
Katlin Dakota Stath
Bard College, ks4391@bard.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.bard.edu/senproj_s2019
Part of the Environmental Studies Commons

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 4.0 License.

Recommended Citation
Stath, Katlin Dakota, "The Brookhaven Landfill: An Environmental Case Study on Politics, Policy, and
Perceptions" (2019). Senior Projects Spring 2019. 119.
https://digitalcommons.bard.edu/senproj_s2019/119

This Open Access work is protected by copyright and/or
related rights. It has been provided to you by Bard
College's Stevenson Library with permission from the
rights-holder(s). You are free to use this work in any way
that is permitted by the copyright and related rights. For
other uses you need to obtain permission from the rightsholder(s) directly, unless additional rights are indicated by
a Creative Commons license in the record and/or on the
work itself. For more information, please contact
digitalcommons@bard.edu.

The Brookhaven Landfill: An Environmental Case Study on Politics, Policy, and Perceptions

Senior Project Submitted to
The Division of Social Studies
of Bard College

By
Katlin Stath

Annandale-on-Hudson, New York
May 2019

Acknowledgments
There are so many people that have played a role in helping me with this project I would
like to thank. I am so lucky to have been surrounded by such supportive friends, family, and
faculty. Without all of your support, this project would have been a completely different
experience for me. Not only have you all helped me through this project, but you all have played
a role in making Bard a great experience that I will smile when I look back on it.
I’d first like to thank my advisor, Myra Armstead, who has helped me grow not only in
the academic sense but also as a person. Her dedication to advising me since my sophomore year
gave me the guidance I needed to finish this project and apply to graduate school. Her
confidence in my work made me want to work harder at times when I didn’t believe in myself.
Although I’m happy to have handed in senior project, I will miss how much fun I had at senior
project meetings each week. Her care for me as an advisor was above and beyond. I really cannot
thank her enough for being such a supportive advisor.
The first class I took with Kris Feder was a transformative experience for me as a EUS
student in my sophomore year. I didn’t know I could learn so many important things in EUS 101.
Kris’ class made me see the interconnected systems of the environment, the economy, and our
society which has shaped the way I view the world to this day. Thank you Kris for challenging
me as a student while also providing me support when I needed it. I am grateful to have
benefitted from your extensive knowledge.
The way in which Monique Segarra explained how environmental issues are inherently
political greatly informed the direction of my senior project. Whenever I was in one of
Monique’s classes my brain was firing up with ideas about the relationship between politics and
the environment. I am grateful to have taken both Environmental Politics and Politics of
Solutions to think about how environmental issues are political issues at its core. Her vision of
environmental politics and social movement theory provided me with the foundation to begin my
project.
I want to thank Jeremy Hall, one of the fantastic Bard librarians for being a detective with
me in this process. A special thank you to John Cutrone, without his help I wouldn’t be able to
go on a tour at Covanta and have the opportunity to meet the friendly people there. I also want to
thank John for also taking time out of your schedule and speak to me on the phone.
I would also like to thank all of my friends that have supported my madness. Izzy
DeRanieri, I’ve been so lucky to have such a great and supportive friend since in elementary
school. I owe so much to my dear friend Chase Williams because almost all of my fondest
memories of the time I spent outside of the classroom were times I spent with him. Thank you
Tong Su, for always being down for a Golden Wok run and ranting about Game of Thrones with
me.
Last but not least, I owe everything to my parents. Not enough thank you’s and I love
you’s are enough to express my gratitude for my mother Susan and my father Paul. Both of them
have been my number one fans and have supported me without question in my times of doubt in
this process. Without the values they instilled in me from a young age, I wouldn’t be the hard
worker I am today. I’d like to dedicate my senior project to my parents because of all of they’ve
done for me.

Table of Contents

Introduction….……………………………………………………………….….…….. 1
Chapter One.………………………………………………………….……….………...9
Covanta, Greenwashing, and Public Distrust
Chapter Two.…………………………………………………...…………….……......38
A History of Distrust:
the Town of Brookhaven Landfill from 1974-2019
Chapter Three………………………………………………………………………....83
Public Distrust of Science and Policy
Conclusion………………………………………………………………………..…..101
Bibliography…………………………………………………….……………….…..104

Glossary of Acronyms and Abbreviations

AGC
BCC
BVA
CAS
CCE
C&D
ECL
DOT
ELD
EPA
FOIL
HAP
LLC
MACT
NAAQS
NIMBY
NO2
NOx
NYSDEC
NYSDOH
SCCSD
SGC
SERQA
SNCR
SCH
STS
SWANA
SYCA
VOC
WtE

Annual Guideline Concentrations
Brookhaven Community Coalition
Brookhaven Village Association
Community Air Screen Program
Citizens Campaign for the Environment
Construction and Debris
Environmental Conservation Law
Department of Transportation
Electronic Login Device
Environmental Protection Agency
Freedom of Information Law
Hazardous Air Pollutants
Landfill Liaison Committee
Maximum Achievable Control Technology Standards
National Ambient Air Quality Standards
Not in My Backyard
Nitrogen dioxide
Nitrogen oxide
New York State Department of Environmental Conservation
New York State Department of Health
South Country Central School District
Short-Term Guideline Concentrations
State Environmental Quality Review Act
Selective Non-Catalytic Reduction
Stop Covanta in Hempstead
Stop The Sludge
Solid Waste Association of North America
South Yaphank Civic Association
Volatile Organic Compounds
Waste-to-Energy

1
Introduction
To escape the ills of New York City and enjoy a period of economic growth, Americans
packed up their bags and settled down in suburbs of Long Island in the 1950s. In this period of
rapid suburbanization, much of the development of the Town of Brookhaven took place. The
Town of Brookhaven is in Suffolk County and extends from the North to the South Shore of
Long Island. In 1957, the Frank P. Long Intermediate School in North Bellport hamlet was built
to satisfy the families moving out east on Long Island. To accommodate new municipal solid
waste demands resulting from the increase in population and economic growth was the
construction of the Town of Brookhaven Landfill in 1974.
The relationship between the Frank P. Long Intermediate School and the Brookhaven
Landfill, located less than a mile apart, has been a contested concern since the landfill has
opened. Below, Figure 1 depicts the distance between the Brookhaven Landfill and Frank P.
Long Intermediate School.

Figure 1. This is an image
from Google Earth depicting the
distance between the Brookhaven
Landfill and Frank P. Long
Intermediate School to get a sense of
the area.
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Residents near the landfill at Brookhaven hamlet, Yaphank hamlet, and North Bellport
hamlet, as well as parents of children attending Frank P. Long Intermediate School, are
concerned that the landfill is negatively impacting their health and poses an environmental health
risk. Members of the community are challenging the environmental health field by trying to say
that their personal health experiences are not mistaken and that the noxious gases released by the
landfill are making the surrounding population sick. The field of environmental health
incorporates the social, political, and environmental factors that put humans at risk when schools
and neighborhoods are closely placed to toxic sites. Even with thirty-five cases of cancer among
teachers since 1998 at the Frank P. Long Intermediate School, the claim that the landfill is
causing a population to be sick, not just individuals to be sick, has been difficult for activists to
make.1 For Brookhaven, making the case for environmental health is difficult when there is a
lack of scientific and medical certainty since illnesses, such as cancer, can take years to appear
and can be the result of multiple variables. The time gap between getting sick and identifying
whether or not the affected population is significantly sizeable makes it difficult to authenticate
that there is a cancer cluster at the Frank P. Long Intermediate School and to trace a direct link
between environmental factors and human health.
The community is concerned with the presence of volatile organic compounds (VOCs)
emitting from the landfill. A VOC of concern is benzene, which is a known carcinogen that is
associated with industrial activities. For children, benzene exposure is associated with bronchitis,
asthma, and wheezing.2 The short-term effects of benzene also include dizziness and headaches.
Benzene is among the twenty most widely used chemicals in the United States and can be found

1

Jennifer McLogan, “Lawsuit Filed Against Town Of Brookhaven Over Landfill” (CBS NewYork, August 23,
2018), https://newyork.cbslocal.com/2018/08/23/brookhaven-town-landfill-cancer-cluster/.
2
The American Cancer Society, “Benzene,” https://www.cancer.org/cancer/cancer-causes/benzene.html.
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in plastics, rubbers, dyes, drugs, pesticides.3 Traces of benzene are also emitted from motor
vehicles since it is a natural part of crude oil and gasoline.4 Another VOC the community is
concerned with is hydrogen sulfide. Hydrogen sulfide is an irritant and chemical asphyxiant that
at low concentrations can irritate the eyes, nose, and throat.5 Prolonged exposure can cause
headaches, weight loss, and fatigue.6 Hydrogen sulfide can be found in environments where there
is a large volume of organic materials being broken down such as a landfill.
Since its construction in 1974, the landfill has fueled a series of reactions by the
community and environmental groups that have called for a response from the local government
officials and the New York State Department of Conservation (NYSDEC). Thus far, these
responses have been unsatisfactory for community members and activists. Activists have been
unable to convince the NYSDEC and the Town that the landfill isn’t safe despite local outcry
due to repeated instances of children having itchy eyes, headaches, and nausea, as well as cancer
among staff members. Unfortunately, activists have found it difficult to sustain interaction with
the Town and the NYSDEC when all the air quality tests conducted around the landfill and the
school have come up negative.
Although this project is primarily about the Brookhaven Landfill and the surrounding
community, it is important to recognize that the landfill isn’t isolated from the rest of Long
Island since it is an integral part of the functioning of the island’s waste management system.
Looking exclusively at the landfill wouldn’t give a complete picture of the actors involved that
maintain the status quo waste management system. One of the actors in the waste management
and energy scheme of Long Island that is frequently forgotten is Covanta Hempstead. Covanta
3

The American Cancer Society.
The American Cancer Society.
5
“OSHA Hydrogen Sulfide Factsheet,” 1,
https://www.osha.gov/OshDoc/data_Hurricane_Facts/hydrogen_sulfide_fact.pdf.
6
“OSHA Hydrogen Sulfide Factsheet.”
4
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Hempstead is a private corporation located in Nassau County, Westbury, New York. Covanta
Hempstead is a waste-to-energy (WtE) facility where the municipal solid waste from the Town
of Brookhaven is brought. The waste is then burned, generated into electricity, and the remaining
ash is sent back to the Brookhaven Landfill. The Brookhaven Landfill and Covanta Hempstead
are dependent upon each other in this exchange. Path dependency theory provides a conceptual
framework to describe why it is difficult to change any energy or waste management system at a
given scale.7 Path dependency pinpoints historically, politically, economically, and
environmentally why Long Island’s energy and waste management system is the way it is today.
I was fortunate enough to be able to be on a tour at Covanta Hempstead and it became apparent
through my conversation with the facility manager that some members of the neighborhood
didn’t trust Covanta that the facility was safe.
To explore the distrust of Covanta, the concept of greenwashing will be used to inspect
Covanta’s self-image on its website and its presentation on a facility tour. The simultaneous
influences of the demand from people to have greener products and processes and the role of
competition in the private sector have converged and produced a new expectation for
corporations to appear to care about the environment in theory, even if this doesn’t play out in
practice. With the permeation of sustainable corporations, how do citizen activists reorganize to
ensure that their neighborhoods are safe and corporations uphold their sustainable image?
Furthermore, a corporation may technically abide by sustainability standards but still do
environmental harms. The problem is that Brookhaven activists have not questioned international
corporations’ political and economic influence in relation to the Brookhaven Landfill. Why is
this?
7

Frank W Geels, “Regime Resistance against Low-Carbon Transitions: Introducing Politics and Power
into the Multi-Level Perspective,” ed. David Tyfield and John Urry, Theory, Culture & Society 31, no. 5
(September 2014): 21–40, https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276414531627.
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After examining the suspicions surrounding Covanta, activism at Brookhaven from 20112013 and 2017-2019 will be described. These years are chosen because these were the points
where activists’ efforts to close the Brookhaven Landfill were most prevalent. To see how
activists who oppose the Brookhaven have organized, Sidney Tarrow’s conceptualization of
social movement theory will be used. This chapter explores what has been preventing activists at
Brookhaven from successfully making the case that the Brookhaven Landfill is negatively
impacting nearby residents and school children's lives. Part of the blockage is the unsupportive
results from multiple government agencies. The second blockage is an unsuccessful framing of
the issue at the Brookhaven Landfill. Normally, framing an environmental health concern in
terms of protecting children and preventing cancer is a successful strategy to gain enough
attention, but this isn’t the case. Thus far, activism has been episodic and unable to mobilize
consensus in a way that convinces other environmental groups to link up or make alliances with
political elites. Neither environmental groups nor citizens have been inspired by the activities of
the activists to join the social movement, which has left the movement episodic and unsustained
over time. Activists’ strategies at Brookhaven have circulated within a limited local network and
has not been able to expand beyond the Town of Brookhaven in a way that incorporates the
larger waste management questions Long Island will have to answer in 2024 when the
Brookhaven Landfill closes.
With a restricted scale of coalitions at the local level, Covanta and its relation to Long
Island is left out of the conversation. Incorporating multiple scales of solid waste management
would expand the goals of Brookhaven activists from the very real health concerns ranging from
cancer to headaches, nausea, stomach pains, and itchy eyes toward a larger goal of creating a
more sustainable solid waste management system that places less of a burden on the
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environment. As it stands in 2010, any waste that isn’t taken to a WtE facility is transported to a
landfill that is out of state.8 This system is problematic because of the environmental impact of
exporting so much waste to far away landfills. Brookhaven activists should frame their narrative
not only as a local issue but also one that dovetails off of the larger concern of solid waste
management. This will allow for more coalitions to link and mobilize consensus to a point where
politicians and other elites have to take notice of activists.
Harvey Molotch’s “The City as a Growth Machine” concept of the growth machine
provides a way to explain the convergence of politics and economics that perpetuates the
existence of the landfill and simultaneously silences activism. The growth machine has been a
framing tool used by local politicians to justify the landfill as an economic necessity and block
environmentalists from successfully framing the landfill as an environmental issue that deserves
attention. The Brookhaven Landfill is embedded in the process of economic growth, where waste
can also be viewed as a fuel that keeps the growth machine running. In order to maintain the
suburban status quo, the trash needs to be taken out, and be forgotten once it leaves the suburban
curbside. This theory is relevant not only at the local scale of Brookhaven, but is relevant at the
regional level across the United States where economic growth is championed by economists and
politicians alike, and internationally when Covanta is brought into the picture. The prosperity
that the growth machine promises doesn’t come without a price. The environment has found
itself to be paying the price and providing the fuel to keep the growth machine running. The
growth machine doesn’t reduce overall waste or encourage recycling. All it does is profit off of
disposing of waste in the landfill.

8

New York State Department of Environmental Conservation, “Beyond Waste: A Sustainable Materials
Management Strategy for New York State” (Department of Environmental Conservation, n.d.), 20,
https://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/materials_minerals_pdf/frptbeyondwaste.pdf.
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The local impediments to environmental activism at Brookhaven tie into larger questions
of distrust in science and the implications it has on environmental policy. Since science informs
public policy, the consequence of distrust in science institutions is apparent when environmental
policies in place are simply relaying expert information to stakeholders rather than incorporating
the public perceptions of the environment. What constitutes an environmental policy that
protects human health varies within the public since this is formed by individuals’ ethics, morals,
trust in institutions, and beliefs. Usually, environmental policies end up in the pitfall of alienating
the public rather than incorporating the public’s various visions of environmental policy.
Having a new framework to formulate environmental policy is important to increase the
chances of having a more sustainable waste system when the Brookhaven Landfill closes in
2024. Understanding the public's distrust of science at the national level informs how the local
communities at Brookhaven and Covanta receive science and perceive environmental risk. At
Covanta, the instances of distrust are directed at the corporation rather than the regulatory
institutions that permit its operation in the first place. So far in the case of the Brookhaven
Landfill, like many others around the United States, there has been an unresolved scientific
debate between the community members and multiple levels of government. Trying to link
health concerns directly with the Brookhaven Landfill has proven difficult for community
activists.
With communities’ various perceptions of the environment in mind, it is important to
incorporate them as much as possible when formulating environmental policy to better protect
human health. Keeping their considerations in mind, the environmental policy at Brookhaven
must do two things 1) address the difficulty of restructuring the solid waste management of Long
Island in a way that 2) incorporates the various perceptions of environmental risk, ethics, morals,
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values, and trust in scientific institutions. This approach to policy framework has proven to be
difficult in practice since there is a lack of recognition that solid waste management is a very real
and pressing issue on Long Island. This is where mobilized activism is needed so that it can put
pressure on the institutions in place and shift the longstanding power dynamics. Since there isn’t
this pressure from activists as of yet, it is likely that policy solutions proposed will not take the
public into consideration, and will create more tension in the relationship between the public,
scientists, and policy-makers.
Narrating the context in which activists, local politicians, community members, the
NYSDEC and Covanta operate helps us understand their interactions and the resulting power
dynamics environmental activists at Brookhaven are up against. With this in mind, the goal here
is not to prescribe a solution given the context of all these different actors, but rather to describe
conditions in which Brookhaven activism can achieve its goal to close the landfill and
responsible, sustainable environmental policy would thrive. If we think of the local politicians,
activists, community members, the NYSDEC and Covanta as actors on a stage where power
dynamics play out over time, the project describes how certain actors move towards the fixed
center stage spotlight and stay there throughout the performance. This project also tries to
illuminate the actors that are pushed towards the wings and lower the light contrast between
actors at the center and those who aren’t so visible so that the audience can better see the power
dynamics on stage. Under these clearer conditions, the audience will be able to understand the
plot of the play and decide what roles need to be recast.

9

Chapter One: Covanta, Greenwashing, and Public Distrust
Introduction
In the city of Haverhill Massachusetts, residents know that the Christmas season is
beginning, not only because of the fresh snowfall on the ground but by taking an upward glance
at the night sky. In front of them stands Covanta Haverhill’s smokestack decorated as a
Christmas tree with a star on top, illuminating the night sky.9 These lights are a flashy reminder
to the Haverhill residents that Covanta is a member of the community and is excited to partake in
the holiday festivities. Viewing such as such a beacon of holiday joy, one forgets about the
everyday activities that pollute Haverhill at the Covanta facility. The smokestack and the
environmental hazards produced at Covanta Haverhill are literally concealed with the decoration
of the smokestack, which has been a tradition since the mid-1990s. How can a company with a
Christmas tree be simultaneously polluting the air? Under what corporate system is this possible?
What is known is that there is no need to follow the North Star if you are lost in Haverhill to find
your way home.
The entire structure of the Long Island waste system was disrupted in 1983 with the
enactment of the Long Island Landfill Law. The Long Island Landfill Law is contained within
the Environmental Conservation Law (ECL) which is New York State’s central environmental
law. The Long Island Landfill Law mandated that landfills that sat over deep aquifers could no
longer accept municipal solid waste since these deep-flow recharge areas of aquifers provide the
drinking water for a majority of people on Long Island. Landfills that were outside the deep-flow
recharge areas could continue under controlled conditions.10 The Brookhaven Landfill is outside

9

Suzanne DeWitt. “Oh Christmas Stack, Oh Christmas Stack.” Merrimack Valley Magazine (blog), November 27,
2016. https://www.mvmag.net/2016/11/27/christmas-stack/.
10
David S. Glass and William F Cosulchin, “Integrated Solid Waste Management: The Long Island Experience,”
April, 30, 2019, 210, http://www.seas.columbia.edu/earth/wtert/sofos/nawtec/nawtec01/nawtec01-15.pdf.
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a deep-flow recharge area so although it could no longer take municipal solid waste by 1990, it
could take construction and debris (C&D) and ash.11 The Brookhaven Landfill today, consists of
six areas called cells that no longer take municipal solid waste. Cells 1-4, handled the disposal of
municipal solid waste until they were closed in 1990. After 1990, Cell 5 and 6 were constructed
to take C&D and ash waste. Cell 5 is currently being capped and prepared for closure while Cell
6 is still active.12
In response to the mandates of the Landfill Law, the Town of Brookhaven updated its
solid waste management plan to incorporate systems that reduced the volume and toxicity of
waste in addition to ceasing disposal of municipal solid waste in 1990. Soon after the law was
implemented, there was an outcropping of new alternative businesses that arose in this economic
window of opportunity. For example, the Town opened up the Materials Recovery Facility in
1991.13 Additionally, there is also a residential drop-off site, STOP facility for household
hazardous wastes, C&D drop-off, processing center, and a landfill gas-to-energy facility.14 Down
the road from the Brookhaven Landfill, the Long Island Compost Corporation, a private
company, opened its Yaphank facility in 2000.15 In addition to the presence of Long Island
Compost Corporation, the Town owns and operates two-yard waste composting sites in
Holtsville and Manorville.16 The appearance of these facilities demonstrates the increasingly

11

Glass and Cosulchin, 210.
Department of Environmental Conservation, “FACT SHEET Brookhaven Landfill, Town of Brookhaven, New
York July 2018” (Department of Environmental Conservation, July 2018).
13
“Materials Recovery Facility | Brookhaven, NY,” accessed April 30, 2019,
https://www.brookhavenny.gov/362/Materials-Recovery-Facility.
14
Krista L Greene, Susan Lienau, and David J Tonjes, “Municipal Waste Management: Suffolk County Municipal
Systems, Services and Infrastructure,” Technology & Society Faculty Publications, 2013, 17,
https://commons.library.stonybrook.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1033&context=techsoc-articles
15
Kim K Smith and David J Tonjes, “2015-2016 Compliance Report Local Solid Waste Management Plan
(SWMP)” (Town of Brookhaven, April 2017), 7,
https://www.brookhavenny.gov/DocumentCenter/View/1135/Local-Solid-Waste-Management-Plan-SWMP-PDF.
16
Greene, Lienau, and Tonjes, “Municipal Waste Management: Suffolk County Municipal Systems, Services and
Infrastructure,” 17.
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11

complex structure of solid waste management on Long Island since 1990. Furthermore, it reveals
the structural cooperation between publicly owned and privately owned facilities to coordinate
waste flows.
Due to the mandated the elimination of landfilling in deep-flow recharge areas by 1990,
there was a window of opportunity for Covanta Energy to take advantage of. Covanta Energy
built the Covanta Hempstead waste-to-energy (WtE) facility to incinerate waste and generate
electricity. The Town of Brookhaven, among others, could no longer dispose of municipal solid
waste in landfills and had to seek alternatives by 1990. With this in mind, it is no surprise that
Covanta Hempstead began operating in October 1989, right before the 1990 deadline.17 Covanta
Hempstead became an inter-municipal waste solution to the waste crisis at the time. Covanta
Hempstead is located in Westbury, NY, Nassau County, approximately 41 miles West from the
Town of Brookhaven Landfill, which is about an hour long drive from Manhattan. The facility is
Long Island’s largest WtE facility and provides municipal solid waste disposal for Nassau and
Suffolk County.
The Town of Brookhaven is tied to Covanta Energy to an extent. This dependent
relationship is established by the Town of Brookhaven’s municipal duty to collect the municipal
waste of its constituents and the path dependency of infrastructure. The “Ash for Trash”
agreement between Covanta and the Town of Brookhaven stipulates that Covanta will incinerate
Brookhaven’s municipal solid waste in exchange for Brookhaven taking the leftover residue and
ash from incineration to the landfill. The electricity produced from the Hempstead facility is sold
to the Long Island Power Authority, which serves Nassau County, Suffolk County, and the

17

Covanta, “Covanta Hempstead,” April 30, 2019, https://www.covanta.com/our-facilities/covanta-hempstead.
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Rockaways.18 To solidify Covanta’s influence they currently have four WtE facilities on Long
Island located in Babylon, East Northport, Ronkonkoma, and Westbury. With the exception of
Babylon, the facilities dump the remaining ash at the Brookhaven Landfill. The various
economies of scale that the Brookhaven Landfill is embedded within is dependent on the
structural maintenance of the status quo. Not only are the economies of the various
municipalities on Long Island at stake with this inter-municipal agreement, but also Covanta
Energy’s profits. The company has a clear motive in a continued political and economic
influence on Long Island.
Since the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962, environmental concerns
have been a part of the American political agenda. Over the past twenty years, consumer interest
in environmental performance engendered a wave of new products and firms claiming to be
environmentally friendly or aware. In order to meet the new green demand, the market responded
by increasing green advertising by 300% between 2006 and 2009.19 In 2009, according to Magali
A. Delmas and Vanessa Cuerel Burbano in “The Drivers of Greenwashing”, the consumer green
market for green products was estimated at $230 billion and predicted to grow to $845 billion by
2015.20 Additionally, in 2010 assets with environmental performance as a major component,
were valued at $3.07 trillion in the U.S., which is an increase of 380% from $639 billion in
1995.21

18

“Suffolk County Solid Waste Management Report and Recommendations,” 13, 2009.
https://www.scnylegislature.us/DocumentCenter/View/12128/Suffolk-County-Solid-Waste-Management-Reportand-Recommendations-PDF.
19
Thomas P. Lyon and A. Wren Montgomery, “The Means and End of Greenwash,” Organization & Environment
28, no. 2 (June 2015): 223–49, https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026615575332.
20
Magali A. Delmas and Vanessa Cuerel Burbano, “The Drivers of Greenwashing,” California Management Review
54, no. 1 (October 2011): 64, https://doi.org/10.1525/cmr.2011.54.1.64.
21
Delmas and Burbano, 64.
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The term greenwashing is credited to Jay Westerveld, who in his 1986 essay for the New
York Times described the hotel industries misleading environmental practices. As an
environmental activist and biologist, Westerveld pointed out that the hotels portrayed themselves
environmental stewards by placing cards to tell customers to re-use towels; meanwhile larger
environmental issues such as waste recycling within the structure of hotel business model at
large were not being improved. Thus, the towel re-use programs represented an “optimization of
environmental and economic benefit, but they masked a failure to prioritize more serious
environmental impacts of the hospitality industry.”22 The simultaneous appearance of being an
environmental steward despite there being no benefit to the environment and the gain in profit
for the hotel industry lead Westerveld to coin the term greenwashing to describe this
phenomenon.
Greenwashing has been used as a general term to describe the communication that
misleads consumers to believe that either the products or services of an organization they buy are
positive for the environment.23 Scholars in the greenwashing literature have tried to provide
increasingly more precise definitions of greenwashing over time. For example, Thomas P. Lyon
and A. Wren Montgomery in “The Means and End of Greenwash”, gives us a short history of the
development of greenwashing as a scholarly term. Beginning with W.S. Laufer in 2003,
greenwashing did not have a definition, but was rather a set of elements.24 In 2011, Delmas and
Burbano defined greenwashing as “poor environmental performance and positive
communication about environmental performance.”25 Lyon and Montgomery note here that this
definition presumes two things: 1) that a firm’s environmental aggregate performance can be
22

Jason Pearson. “Are We Doing the Right Thing? Leadership and Prioritisation for Public Benefit.” The Journal of
Corporate Citizenship, no. 37 (2010): 39.
23
Lyon and Montgomery, 226.
24
Lyon and Montgomery, 225.
25
Delmas and Burbano, 65.
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identified as positive or negative and 2) summarize a firm’s aggregate communications as
positive or negative.26 In 2011, Lyon and Maxwell define greenwashing as “selective disclosure
of positive information about a company’s environmental or social performance, without full
disclosure of negative information on these dimensions, so as to create an overly positive
corporate image.”27
Lyon and Montgomery themselves do not provide the reader with a more precise
definition of greenwashing themselves. Rather, they emphasize that since there are many
instances of greenwashing which “misleads people into adopting overly positive beliefs about an
organization’s environmental performance, practices or products”, that scholars and regular
popular usage should embrace greenwashing as a broad umbrella term where there are “varieties
of greenwash” to generate an interdisciplinary discussion that seeks to describe the “various
ways in which greenwash occurs.” 28 These varieties of greenwash for Lyon and Montgomery
include selective disclosure, empty green claims, and policies, dubious certifications, and labels,
co-opted NGO endorsements/partnerships, ineffective public voluntary programs, misleading
narrative and discourse, and misleading visual imagery.29 It is from these varieties that for Lyon
and Montgomery “greenwash can range from slight exaggeration to full fabrication.”30 While it
is helpful to know these precise definitions that have been formulated throughout time, for Lyon
and Montgomery, keeping the definition of greenwashing broad facilitates a better discussion
between organization theory, economics, and marketing.
Access to the internet and public information on company websites has also added to the
greenwashing effect on corporate structure. More than 75% of S&P companies had
26

Lyon and Montgomery, 225.
Lyon and Montgomery, 225.
28
Lyon and Montgomery, 226.
29
Lyon and Montgomery, 236-238.
30
Lyon and Montgomery, 226.
27
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environmental and social policies website sections in 2009.31 With the internet, there is an
increased public awareness and ability to hold the companies accountable for non-environmental
practices. These statistics show a sizable increase in investment and public interest in the
environmental practices of firms and the production of products, which has set the foundation for
products and firms to greenwash their products and services. The increase of greenwashing in the
past twenty years is indicative of greater consumer awareness of the environment and the market
response to such awareness.
At the same time, however, Delmas and Burbano note that the “skyrocketing incidence of
greenwashing can have profound negative effects on consumer confidence in green products,
eroding the consumer market for green products and services.”32 Disclosure of how some food
producers for example cynically apply labels to items they claim as “natural”, when USDA
guidelines for this category are quite loose, allowing for antibiotics and growth hormones, which
have undercut consumer trust in environmental monitoring.33 These negative effects not only
affect the consumer confidence, but also investor confidence, government confidence, and NGO
confidence in environmentally friendly firms and consequently erode the “socially responsible
investing capital market.”34 Regardless of the extent of greenwashing as a minor exaggeration or
a full fabrication, the greenwashing of the industry is cumulative and puts all corporations under
greater suspicion. It is useful to see greenwashing on a spectrum with different factors that are
driving it and different varieties of the mechanisms of misleading behavior in order to avoid too
narrow of an analysis of the performance, products, and practices of a firm.
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With the proliferation of greenwashing and growing suspicion of an organization’s true
environmental performance in the last twenty years, the definition of green or sustainable
became conflated to the point that the definition of a sustainable or green corporation is unclear
and may sometimes be meaningless. The emergence of various definitions makes the holding
corporations accountable for their unsustainable practices much more difficult to address. The
diffusion of sustainability in corporate language has taken away its usefulness as a political
statement for activists while simultaneously providing corporations with a system of jargon to
circulate their ideas internally in ways that exclude outside participation. Sustainability and the
various meanings packed within it have become a point of leverage for corporations to selfvalidate their environmental performance and block criticisms.
As Jacquelyn A. Ottman wrote in her 2010 book, The New Rules of Green Marketing,
being a green corporation has “become mainstream and the rules of the game for marketers are
rapidly changing.”35 Ottman questions if being green actually changed the agenda for
governments, NGOs, and other forces in society. She provides the reader with strategies that
corporations can use to play by the new rules of green marketing. According to her, the rules are
based on the idea a) that green is mainstream, b) that green products work equally or better and
are thus worth the premium price, c) that manufacturer and retailer reputation count more today,
d) that green consumers trust brands that tell all, e) and that green inspires innovative products
and services that can result in an enhanced value and authenticity.36
There are four types of companies described by Delmas and Burbano. First, is the
Greenwashing Firm. These firms simultaneously promote positive environmental
communication and have poor environmental performance. Second, there is the Vocal Green
35
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Firm, which has positive environmental performance and has positive communication. As stated,
the increased incidence of greenwashing can reduce the public trust of these well-meaning firms.
Third, the Silent Brown Firms are both not communicating about environmental performance
and are not performing well environmentally. Last, the Silent Green Firms are not
communicating about their environmental performance but have a positive environmental
performance.37 The authors address the question of how, in a sea of greenwashing, the consumer
can find the proper information about a company’s environmental practices?
With this history of greening corporate America and standardization of sustainability in
mind, Covanta can be seen not only as an example of a corporation that has been influenced by
this trend, but also as a corporation that perpetuates this trend as well. Covanta is able to conceal
any environmental harm done through the WtE process by greenwashing, community building,
compliance to regulations, and exploiting the unwavering faith in progress and technology within
the WtE field. Covanta has been able to define consumer pathways through this combination of
technical, self-presentation or greenwashing, and community building and are all used as
leverage points for Covanta. The central questions are: is Covanta a greenwashing corporation or
just a Vocal Green Firm? What is its role in the community? If Covanta is not a case of
greenwashing, then why is there a recurring, episodic mistrust of WtE technology and science by
the public regarding Covanta?

The Energy-from-Waste Process and Technology
While on a tour of the Covanta Hempstead facility with a Girl Scout troop, one of the
main themes frequently repeated was technology. The tour began in a regular conference room
separated from the rest of the plant so that there was no smell detectable. After a brief
37
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introduction, the Girl Scouts and I went to various areas of the plant. We first stopped in the
Tipping Floor control room with a view of the cranes picking up garbage. Before the garbage
arrives on the Tipping Floor, the trucks are weighed at the Scale House and go through
radioactive detectors. After this, the trucks dump off the waste and are weighed again at the
Scale House to get an accurate measure of the amount of waste dropped off. The garbage is
moved by a front end loader and then pre-processed at the Tipping Floor, which means that
hazardous, bulky or non-combustible materials are removed to better control emissions.38
After pre-processing on the Tipping Floor, the trash is put in the storage pit where it is
fluffed by the cranes and eventually dropped off into a hopper. Fluffing the materials is done to
mix the waste, dry out wet trash, and prepare the trash to be moved to the hopper and be
combusted. The goal of screening and fluffing the garbage is to homogenize the waste and set up
conditions for complete combustion. A hopper is a platform above the combustion chamber with
a sliding door that drops the trash onto a conveyor belt to the combustion chamber.
Next, the waste is incinerated on grates to have continuous combustion in the chamber.
After incineration, the heat is converting the water in the boiler to steam, which will eventually
be used to generate electricity. The steam from the boiler travels through pipes and spins a steam
turbine that directly feeds into the electric generator. The tour made its final stop at the control
room where we could see the boiler, the steam turbine, and the generator. The water from this
process is cooled and returned to the boiler to be reused. The only product leftover from
incineration is non-hazardous ash. Leftover ash is put on a conveyor belt with magnets to collect
any remaining ferrous metals from the ash to be recycled and traded. Non-ferrous metals are
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separated next. The remaining ash can either be sent to landfills or used as a material in various
construction projects.39
Over time, technologies have been developed to prevent pollution when waste is
incinerated. Environmental pollution controls have become a major driver of technology
development for WtE facilities. The focus on achieving better combustion conditions changed
with growing public concerns about emissions and pollution beginning in the 1960s.40 With
increased concern, reducing the pollutants in the emissions became a high priority that drove
future innovations of WtE technology. Public demand and concern for safety had positive effects
on the environment but also had negative consequences. For example, with such high public
opposition and a bad reputation earned by early incinerators, incineration dropped from 31% of
the total municipal solid waste stream in the 1960s to 9% in the mid-1980s.41 This meant that
more waste was being diverted to landfills, which are known to have negative environmental
impacts, such as the emission of methane gas, a greenhouse gas. But as technologies improved
due to stricter regulation and greater knowledge, the WtE industry has been growing. In 2013,
the WtE industry was estimated to be worth $24 billion USD and is projected to be worth 37.6
billion in 2020.42
Gas emissions from the boiler are known as flue gas and must be treated before exiting
the smokestack. Either ammonia or urea is injected into the boiler to chemically reduce nitrogen
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oxide (NOx) gases from the flue gas.43 Although NOx gases consist of seven different
compounds, nitrogen dioxide (NO2) is the main compound of focus for regulation.44 NOx gases
are released in industrial boilers at high temperatures since nitrogen and oxygen combine with
each other to form NOx gases. The injection of ammonia or urea prevents these elements from
combining. NOx gases are harmful because they are known to form particulate matter which
causes respiratory problems and acid rain.45 The process to reduce the release of these harmful
gases is called Selective Non-Catalytic Reduction (SNCR).46 SNCR is the first of three
environmental controls the WtE facilities use to reduce pollutants from emissions. NO2 is one of
six “criteria pollutants” that the Clean Air Act amendment added in 1990 which has required the
United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to make National Ambient Air Quality
Standards (NAAQS) for these pollutants.47
The next environmental control for the flue gas in order to prevent pollution is the use of
a scrubber system. A semi-dry scrubber system injects lime slurry into the gas in order to remove
sulfur oxides. Sulfide oxides have negative health consequences on humans that make it difficult
for people to breathe since it reacts with other small compounds to create particulate matter and
also form acid rain.48 Thus, sulfide oxides are on the list the EPA is required to make a NAAQS
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for.49 The scrubber system uses lime slurry to also remove mercury and dioxin, acid gases, and
heavy metals from the flue gas before moving onto the next environmental control.50
The final environmental control before the flue gas is released into the atmosphere from
the smokestack is the baghouse. There, any remaining particulate matter is captured by pushing
the flue gas through bag filters. Particulate matter is also a required pollutant that the EPA must
make a NAAQS standard for.51 By the time the flue gas goes through these steps, it is only steam
that is being emitted from the smokestack. While the flue gas is moving through all of these
environmental controls, the process is being closely monitored in the control room with a
continuous emissions monitoring system that can adjust the combustion process, steam flow, and
air pollution controls in order to ensure that safe operations and compliance with emission
standards.52 Using compliance with emissions standards is a way to leverage against challengers,
but what these standards actually mean and how often they are updated by the EPA is left out of
the story Covanta tells to explain the WtE process.
After the more formal tour, I was given the opportunity to speak with the facility
manager. There, I mostly let the manager speak about whatever he thought I would be interested
in hearing. I did prompt the conversation a bit and we got into the technology used at WtE
facilities. The big emphasis was on Maximum Achievable Control Technology Standards
(MACT), which tries to limit the emission of hazardous air pollutants (HAPs). When developing
MACT standards, the EPA looks at the technology and practices used by the best performing
emissions control to set a baseline that other industries must adopt and match. This in effect sets
49
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a higher technology standard within the WtE industry that lowers emissions.53 The facility
manager emphasized that since regulations require facilities to adopt MACT standards, facilities
have been able to operate well below the maximum emission levels. Here, Covanta is not only
complying with standards but are exceeding the expectations. This becomes a tool for Covanta to
construct an environmentally positive image as a cutting edge sustainable corporation that
complies to regulations.
Combustion was the driving force of innovation in the early iterations of WtE
technology. The facility manager put the innovations made with regards to environmental
controls in a historical context that began with the first incinerators which were used to reduce
the volume of waste to current incinerators that prevent environmental pollution and provide a
sustainable waste management alternative. The manager highlighted the success of WtE facilities
to technologically meet the demands of the concerned public to ensure safety but lamented the
lingering misconceptions some of the public still held about WtE facilities due to the rightly
earned poor performance in the past. Although there was a recognition of past failures in WtE
facilities, science, new technologies, and compliance with standards are now used as a leverage
point to combat negative perceptions and block criticism. The narrative of science, the waste
industry, and cooperation to achieve EPA compliance is one of the internal narratives within
Covanta to improve their public image.

Greenwashing & Self-Presentation
Reading the website that Covanta Energy has developed, it is clear that it is an
international corporation with WtE facilities in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada,
53
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Italy, and Ireland, with over fifty Covanta facilities around the world. Covanta Energy thus
positions itself as leader of innovation in the business of WtE with sustainable waste and energy
solutions. Covanta promotes itself in its title as a corporation that is “powering today” and
“protecting tomorrow”. This bold title statement encapsulates the picture Covanta paints for
itself on its website, that focuses only on the positive aspects of the corporation. With this selfdescription, Covanta is presenting itself as the protecting and powering guardian. Being a
guardian implies that Covanta cannot do any wrong. Covanta advocates for itself by stating that
they are working towards a more sustainable future with greener energy production. Covanta’s
self-presentation as a sustainable corporation erases the fact that under the current economic
system that places sustainability and profit at odds.
On the “About Covanta” page, there are short descriptions of Covanta’s landmark
innovations and achievements since the companies beginnings as the Ogden Corporation from
1983 to 2015. In 1988, for example, the innovation that Covanta tells us about is that its Babylon
WtE facility in New York is “Covanta’s first zero wastewater discharge WtE facility in the U.S.treating and recycling all water used in the combustion process. Covanta is also the first to
remediate landfill leachate for reuse in the combustion process”.54 Here, it's noticeable that
multiple statements begin with some variation of, ‘Covanta is the first…’ in order to drive home
the point that Covanta is on the cutting edge of technology and innovation. This implies that the
technology Covanta uses is safe for the environment and is to be a trusted place to provide waste
management services such as WtE. The innovations Covanta mentions spans from wastewater
management, emission-reducing technology, safety precautions, and metal recycling.55
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Covanta’s goal is to present itself as a green corporation. Covanta describes itself as a
corporation that is “wisely managing resources and environmental impacts” through the use of
WtE since it is the “most responsible alternative to landfill disposal.”56 Covanta adds to this point
by stating that it “reduces the volume of waste to be disposed of in a sustainable manner while
generating valuable renewable energy resulting in a net reduction of greenhouse gas emissions
when compared to conventional landfill practices.”57 It is noteworthy that Covanta compares
itself to the conventional practices of a landfill in order to position itself as a more sustainable
option. The representation of Covanta as greener alternative than landfilling puts Covanta in an
advantageous position in the eyes of consumers who care about the environment. This
comparison ignores the structural dependence on landfills for Covanta’s business practices
because of the disposal of the ash at the end of the WtE process. Without the space for landfilling
on Long Island, the leftover ash and residue from burning waste would have to be shipped far
away.
According to the Covanta website, WtE is defined as “renewable” by thirty-one states,
the District of Columbia, U.S. federal law, Europe, and China.58 This consensus around the
including WtE as renewable energy falls in line with Covanta’s vision of WtE as a pathway to a
sustainable future and preservation of natural resources with facilities that “provide a safe,
technologically advanced means of waste disposal that reduces greenhouse gases, generates
clean energy and recycles metal.”59
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Sustainability, in Covanta’s definition, puts WtE in the foreground and claims its
leadership in environmental performance. Covanta recognizes that sustainability is achieved
through “a combination of human, economic, and natural factors.”60 Keeping this framework in
mind, Covanta highlights how their practices support sustainability. To set themselves apart,
their environmentally superior technology for WtE is emphasized and marketed as technical
expertise that is “cutting edge”. By being on the “cutting edge” of technology, the underlying
assumption is that technology is environmentally friendly. The focus on technology ignores the
human choices Covanta Energy makes that cause environmental harm according to skeptics.
The difficulty in defining sustainability has made it possible for Covanta to redefine
sustainability in terms that suit them. The cooptation of sustainability discourse and the trend of
greenwashing provided Covanta with an avenue to appear to be concerned with the surrounding
community and taking environmental precautions in the processing and production at its
facilities. This takes away the focus from the potential environmental harms Covanta is inflicting
on the surrounding environment and conceals connection to waste management systems and
energy systems. The way corporations interact with the public is shaped by the expectations of
the sustainability reports as well as consumer expectations. Frustrations expressed by the public
are difficult to directly confront or reach the corporation due to the constant environmental
imagery corporations present constant references to innovations and successful sustainability
reports.
The increased instances of greenwash by corporations and previous misconceptions of
incineration have put Covanta in a position where they needed to improve their image. When I
asked the facility manager what were the most common misconceptions of WtE facilities, the
60
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two emphasized the most was the myth that the ash residue was hazardous and that harmful
pollution is coming out of the smokestack. The website reflects this response and even has
sections called “Energy-From-Waste Facilities Vs. Incineration—Debunking the Myths” and
“Ash: A Non-Hazardous Leftover from EfW Process” to address these common
misconceptions.61
The manager also pointed out that in order to remain competitive in the industry, all
facilities must be safe for the workers and the environment. Furthermore, the manager claimed
that the surrounding village called Garden City has the political power to shut the facility down if
they weren’t complying to regulations. Covanta Hempstead thus has a crucial relationship with
local politicians and the local community since multiple expensive condominiums were built
right next to the plant in the mid-2000s. The emphasis on compliance and technology leverages
Covanta Hempstead’s power in an argument against the placement of the facility and validate its
own self-image.
Besides Covanta’s internal narrative of the validity of science, technology, and
compliance, reinforced by attempts on their website to gain more positive public traction, there
have been efforts to spread their green goodness to other clientele and the communities that
surround the WtE facilities. The combination of extending its reach to organizations and
communities, and the imagery used on the website, Covanta is trying to reassert its self-image as
a sustainable and environmentally concerned corporation. The use of green language is an
attempt to rectify Covanta’s image have been an uphill battle because not only does Covanta
have to contend with mistrust of WtE technology due to poor practices in the past because of a
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lack of knowledge, but also the present negative greenwashing effect that leads to the suspicion
of all corporations that claim to be green.
All of these efforts to construct a narrative around the importance of science, technology
points to the to counter the question of whether or not Covanta is a Vocal Green Firm or a
Greenwashing Firm is only addressing the flattens the core issue at hand. What is a more central
concern is if there is a way to rebuild the bridge between science and public trust in an
increasingly polarized public with regards to environmental issues? A short anecdote during my
time with the facility manager summed up the increasingly complicated relationship between
trust and scientific facts. According to the facility manager, generally, arguments against the
existence of Covanta Hempstead is based more on emotions and misconceptions of incineration
rather than scientific proof.
The facility manager recalled an instance at a public meeting where after giving a
community member all the possible science of pollution control technology to explain how its
only steam coming out of the smokestack, she replied, “I still don’t believe that it is steam,
nothing you can do will change my mind.” The manager sighed at this point and expressed to me
that you can’t change people’s mind when they have their opinion of Covanta already made
before they walk in the door. The interaction between the woman and the manager shows that
they are both invoking science, but have different understandings of it. Science, for Covanta, is a
narration tool to cite their compliance with permits and explain how the WtE facilities are safe
because of superior technology controlling pollution. This understanding of science is fixed, and
for Covanta, concludes the debate of whether or not WtE is safe for the environment. For the
woman, there was a hidden science that hasn’t been discovered. The woman’s understanding of
science cannot align with Covanta’s because she is assuming that a newer, more accurate and
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objective science will produce results that counter Covanta’s science narrative. At the end of our
conversation, the manager made a point that he was so glad young people like myself came in to
ask him questions to literally clear the air.

Spreading Green Goodness
By offering waste management and consulting services, Covanta reaches out as a
personal organization that cares about each consultant and will simultaneously be “minimizing
business risks and protecting the environment.”62 This suggests, that Covanta is the solution to
bridge business and protecting the environment. The services of providing environmental
solutions reach across various industries such as pharmaceuticals, consumer products, beauty,
food, automotive, and chemicals. Covanta in this sense desires to be seen as a far-reaching entity
that has the resources that can come up with environmental solutions for any clientele that seeks
assistance. There is a sense of sincerity in the language when Covanta describes their goal for
clients as threefold “leverage superior knowledge; ensure quality service, demonstrate absolute
dedication to sustainability goals.”63 This language choice suggests that Covanta is there for its
clients for every step of the way.
Besides extending its reach to other businesses, Covanta focuses on its outreach to the
surrounding communities of the various facilities. Events with the community are held in order
to solidify a positive relationship. Covanta states that they support environmental issues that they
believe in like fresh air, clean water, and safe oceans.64 On their website, Covanta states that
since their EfW infrastructure is expansive that they “are in a unique position to lend our support
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to confronting environmental and social challenges head-on and lend our help whenever and
wherever possible.”65
Facility-run volunteer programs range from partnerships with other organizations to
Covanta led initiatives. For example, Covanta partnered with the National Oceanic Atmospheric
Administration’s Marine Debris Program, National Fish and Wildlife Foundation and Schnitzer
Steel in 2008 to create the Fishing For Energy program to clean up the ocean. Since its launch in
2008, the program has collected more than three million pounds of old fishing gear.66 The
development of the Rx4Safty program focuses on the safe disposal of prescription drugs
collected at community sponsored drug take-back programs. The proper disposal of prescription
drugs prevents contamination in landfills and drinking water supplies.67 Covanta has also formed
a partnership with the Product Stewardship Institute to create Mercury Awareness Program
events in local communities. Since 2000, the program to educate the community about how to
properly discard materials that contain mercury has diverted more than 3,000 pounds from the
waste stream.68 These programs try to promote Covanta’s commitment to a variety of
environmental issues as a concerned community member.
More specific local examples of Covanta Hempstead involvement in the community is
described in the “Good Neighbor Policy” section of the Solid Waste Association of North
America (SWANA) award application in 2014. For example, an annual picnic on Earth Day for
the workers their families, and the surrounding community, sponsoring soccer tournaments and
local teams, an annual recycling poster contest for school children, inviting special community
65
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groups such as the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts to take tours of the facility to promote public
education, and donating to annual food drives and fire departments.69 At the recycling poster
contest, the plant manager of Covanta Hempstead, a Town of Hempstead representative, and
community members select the best poster. The poster contest makes Covanta an active member
of the public. This event also puts Covanta in a mediator position between the public and the
Town of Hempstead representatives at the contest. These events are arranged to promote
Covanta Hempstead’s positive sustainability image and open the door between the community
and Covanta Hempstead.
Since 1989, Covanta Hempstead has been a sponsor of the East Meadow Soccer Club
Tournament, where teams can compete to win the Covanta Cup. This tournament attracts
hundreds of soccer players of different ages and skill levels each year. In 2011, 7,500 players
completed more than 1,000 games at seventeen different locations in Nassau and Suffolk
County.70 As a reward, the two players that are decided to be the MVP’s of the Covanta Cup
receive a $500 scholarship.71
Additionally, Covanta Hempstead does a lot of work revolving around Veterans. The
Wreaths Across America program and Covanta became partners in 2017. Wreaths Across
America work with Covanta to sustainably dispose of wreaths that are hanging on veterans’
gravestones at cemeteries. The wreaths are accepted at Covanta facilities free of charge with the
benefit of recovering the energy from the wreath and recycling the metal frame. This partnership,
besides Covanta Hempstead, includes the other four facilities on Long Island as well as six
69
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locations in Virginia.72 Covanta also supports veterans by having 15% of its United States
employees come from the military.73 These efforts invoke a sense of nationalism and pride in
support of not only veterans but Covanta itself.
In addition to consulting and community outreach, Covanta offers the economic benefit
of jobs to the community. The internal narrative Covanta told was that they could be an
alternative source of economic growth that provides more jobs than landfills. I was told Covanta
Hempstead has around eighty employees. This narrative places Covanta as a superior economic
and environmental alternative than landfilling. Additionally, when the facility is at full capacity
up to thirty-five people are on the job compared to four jobs at a landfill. Although the high
amount of labor makes sending waste to Covanta more expensive, the focus was the growth of
jobs and the environmental advantage of WtE compared to landfills. Despite the economic and
environmental advantages from the internal perspective of Covanta, they find that a lot of waste
is still dumped elsewhere by local municipalities since it is cheaper and avoids raising taxes. On
Long Island, half the waste thrown out is shipped elsewhere despite having four WtE facilities.
Here, the facility manager explained that this is why a policy is needed to better incentivize local
municipalities to send their waste to WtE facilities rather than to a landfill.
This story opposes the narrative the Town of Brookhaven has told. The Town of
Brookhaven has framed the landfill as an economic asset for the Town that stimulates economic
growth. Promoting economic growth is of major importance for American government on all
levels. The connection between economic growth and better jobs and future prospects is a
beloved and strong held belief in the United States. For Harvey Molotch, the growth machine at
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any given locality is primarily interested in economic growth. The growth machine feeds into the
rationale that local growth will make more jobs for people. While economic growth is
championed by economists and politicians, the negative side of economic growth is slid under
the rug. According to the Town of Brookhaven, there is a great economic benefit for the Town to
maintain the Brookhaven Landfill. The landfill makes $52 million in annual revenue $30 million
of which is devoted to town upgrades, is permitted by the state, and is managed by the Town.74
Since the Landfill is a producer of economic prosperity, there is a clear economic incentive for
the Town of Brookhaven local officials to reap the benefits of the landfill before it is set to close
in 2024. Although the Brookhaven Landfill is operated by the Town, the NYSDEC grants the
Town the permit to operate the landfill. Thus, there is also an economic benefit to the State of
New York to keep the landfill open as long as possible before it is completely capped.
In addition to the annual revenue, the landfill provides jobs for the local economy. One
union worker in an interview with Sophia Chang worried that not expanding the landfill would
bring layoffs.75 Mark Lesko, the previous town supervisor in 2012, argued that if the landfill was
closed, town property taxes would increase significantly. Here, the landfill is framed as not only
a benefit that provides jobs but also a way to maintain the status quo.76 Both the local
government and state government have a clear interest in the existence of the landfill. If the
landfill was closed before the planned date, there would be an economic disruption for the Town
of Brookhaven and Long Island at large. The scale of the economic disruption that would occur
when the landfill is closed is larger than the Town of Brookhaven itself.
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When I asked what the local politicians thought of Covanta, the facility manager noticed
a shift in opinions. At first, the neighboring Garden City Village politicians strongly opposed the
existence of the plant. The change occurred when external forces such as new regulations from
the Department of Transportation (DOT) which require truckers to use electronic login devices
(ELD) identify the authorized driver, record the miles driven, engine status, vehicle motion and
a driver’s off-duty and on-duty time. After a driver certifies that his or her record of duty status is
accurate the data is transferred to a safety official. The ELD rule was set by the DOT to ensure
drivers of commercial vehicles get the rest they need to drive safely.77 Implementing this safety
plan has increased the shipping cost of waste for local municipalities that were favorable for
Covanta’s relationship with local politicians. Here it is evident Covanta is taking advantage of
current events to gain political favor to spread its influence. The facility manager noted that
relations with the public in general since Covanta Hempstead opened have improved over time.
Covanta is trying to construct and spread its green image through the outlets of community
outreach to clients, the community, the economy, and capitalization current political tide.

Conclusion: Defining Consumer Pathways of Access and Expectations
The path dependency of infrastructure is contingent on the maintenance of power among
the established players, which in this case is Covanta. Covanta’s rise to power on Long Island
can be traced to historical and legal circumstances. When placed in a historical context, it
becomes evident that Covanta was able to fill in the gap when there was energy and waste
uncertainty on Long Island at large. Under conditions of uncertainty, Covanta provided
scrambling municipalities such as Brookhaven with an easy waste solution.
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At the beginning of the research process, Covanta looked like an easy target to blame for
the people getting sick around the Brookhaven Landfill. My expectation was that the facility was
full of liars with their great influence on the Long Island waste structure made me immediately
suspicious of their intentions and quality of environmental protection. Upon doing further
research on the history of WtE facilities, and touring the Covanta Hempstead facility, the story is
much more complicated. What I found was that there are always two sides to the story and that
in response to the negative historical connotations of incineration, Covanta has tried to connect
with the community to convey the scientific benefits of WtE facilities over landfills.
This doesn’t completely get Covanta off the hook because although the efforts Covanta
makes to connect with the community are meaningful, they are also a means to define consumer
pathways and an attempt to redefine expectations. In the self-defining process of tours, public
events, and the website itself, Covanta reinforces its strength and image as a green alternative to
landfills through science and compliance to permits.
Since Covanta Hempstead operates at emissions levels well below the permit granted
from Title V of the Clean Air Act amendments in 1990, this is used as a response to the public
mistrust of WtE facilities and the common misconceptions of the process. The elimination of
pathways of opposition further cements Covanta’s political power on Long Island. Although this
may seem insidious at first, one is left to wonder, what is the better option? The mobilization of
resources is dependent on the way the environmental issue is framed at a certain point in time. If
Covanta frames their environmental image in a positive way that eliminates the possibility of
environmental harm, then opposition loses their leverage. By framing environmental protection
in statements of compliance with permits, and emitting well below the mandated level,
counterarguments against Covanta are harder to articulate. Under this technocratic framing,

35

Covanta is simply complying with the standards given to them and should not be held
accountable for much more than that. Covanta’s framework of science doesn’t allow for the
inclusion of other understandings of science within the public. This framework allows Covanta
to simultaneously isolate itself and alienate others to protect its self-image.
Covanta Hempstead has an internal narrative, where they are fighting an often times
frustrating uphill battle against negative perceptions due to the failures of early incinerators. In
the construction of this narrative, Covanta can provide society with a more sustainable waste
management solution, only if there are the preconditions of a supportive public that properly
knows how to recycle, and politicians that support the technology rather than ship waste to
faraway places. This narrative of statistics supporting modern WtE technology in contrast to old
age incinerations, the misconception and public mistrust of scientific facts regarding WtE
facilities, comparisons to Europe, and the complicated nature of local politics, when told to
curious minds of the public defines their expectations of Covanta and makes a compelling
argument that puts Covanta at the forefront environmental solution to waste management.
Not only is Covanta the environmental solution to waste management in this narrative,
but it is also an economic solution that supports the growth machine at Brookhaven and Long
Island at large. As early stated, with increasing costs due to DOT regulations, WtE has become a
more viable economic alternative than shipping waste. The facility manager at Covanta
Hempstead noted that before these events unfolded, a lot more work needed to be done to prove
to the local officials that Covanta Hempstead wasn’t polluting the air and was a viable economic
waste management alternative to sending waste to landfills in other states. This shift for him
showed promise in the continued growth of WtE facilities in the United States. In this scenario,
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Covanta’s rebranding while driven by concern for profits must still respond to consumer
activism—at least to the extent that activism results in EPA standards.
When I first discovered Covanta’s role in both the waste management and energy scheme
of Long Island, they immediately caught my attention as a potential suspect. After my watered
down tour with the Girl Scouts, I found my conversation with the facility to be particularly
enlightening and complicating simultaneously. My discussion with the facility manager gave me
another example of this trend I’ve observed in the environmental field with regards to issues like
climate change: confusion on how to make people believe it is happening and the mistrust of
scientific evidence. Like climate change, research is accessible explaining the WtE process and
technologies used and despite this, negative perceptions persist. Whether the issue is climate
change or the safeness of WtE technology, what constitutes “facts” are currently up to debate in
politics. Scientific evidence is continual and not fixed in time. Perhaps then, what people distrust
is the fixed approach to environmental safety, and a lack of further probing inherent in the
establishment of standards.
Data and statistics have always been manipulated to tell a story, but the outright denial
that these stories of climate change or safe WtE has moved beyond the healthy debate of
interpreting data. It has moved to a point where if scientific facts don’t support a persons already
ingrained beliefs, they are fake news and immediately dismissed rather than investigated. How
can environmentalists, scientists, policy-makers, and energy corporations all work together to
defend the validity of facts? Is there a perfect blend of facts and emotions that can reach people
at the other end of the spectrum? At this moment, we shared a sense of uncertainty on how to
address issues changing the tide of public opinion of climate change in the United States and to
wash away any doubts that facts are real and cannot be cast away.
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Arguments against the existence of Covanta Hempstead is based more on emotions and
misconceptions of incineration rather than scientific proof. The facility manager recalled an
instance at a public meeting where after giving a community member all the possible science of
pollution control technology that explains how its only steam coming out of the smokestack, she
replied, “I still don’t believe that it is steam, nothing you can do will change my mind.” The
manager sighed at this point and expressed that you can’t change people’s mind when they have
their opinion of Covanta already made before they walk in the door. The manager described an
uphill battle with communicating with the public about WtE facilities, and made a point that he
was so glad young people like myself came in to ask him questions to literally clear the air.
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Chapter Two: A History of Distrust: the Town of Brookhaven Landfill from 1974-2019
Introduction
Mapping out both what has happened and what hasn’t happened over time at the
Brookhaven Landfill allows for an examination of local activism against the landfill. Since its
construction in 1974, there has been local opposition to the landfill but there hasn’t been a
sustained social movement that is capable of getting the landfill closed. Thus, environmental
health concerns are still unheard. To unpack the social movement at Brookhaven, social
movement terminology as is used by Sidney Tarrow’s Power in Movement. Social movement
framework and terminology enables a more precise interpretation of the reasons why there is or
isn’t a social movement in the first place. Furthermore, it can provide an explanation after a
social movement is formed why some succeed and some fail. With these inquiries in mind, social
movement theory can be applied to Brookhaven and give hints as to why the community has
been ignored for decades.
For Tarrow, a social movement is defined as “collective challenges by people with
common purposes and solidarity in sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and
authorities.”78 Contentious collective action is the foundation of social movements since it is the
way in which people who usually lack access to institutions can face against more powerful
opponents. For Tarrow, mounting contentious collective action against powerful actors cannot
“stand outside of history and apart from politics.”79 Therefore, the form of contentious action
social movements use are a product of the time, place, and opportunity present. To describe the
forms of collective action that have been used over time, Tarrow draws from Charles Tilly’s
“repertoire of contention” where, “society has a stock of familiar forms of action that are known
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by both potential challengers and their opponents.”80 Examining the repertoire of contention
currently utilized by Brookhaven sheds light on how activists can reorganize and create a new
repertoire of contention since “dependence on the conventional repertoire creates certainty and
even boredom.”81 How exactly to expand beyond the conventional repertoire of contention in a
time that is flooded with media constantly is a question that hasn’t been resolved at Brookhaven.
According to Tarrow, collective action has four basic properties that are needed for a
successful movement. The combination of these four properties in a movement, for Tarrow, are a
social solution that lower the social transaction cost of collective action.82 First, movements must
identify a collective challenge. Collective challenge is “most often marked by interrupting,
obstructing, or rendering uncertain the activities of others.”83At Brookhaven, closing the landfill
and protecting the quality of life is the collective challenge activists seek to overcome by gaining
consensus among current and prospective supporters. Second, movements need a common
purpose. The common purpose of a social movement is the interests and values that are “at the
basis of their common actions.”84 People at Brookhaven want to join the social movement if they
are interested in protecting the health of families, sustainability, and improving air quality. Third,
a social movement needs solidarity. Solidarity is created when participants have a “recognition
of their common interests that translates the potential for movement into collective action.”85
Creating solidarity is done by mobilizing consensus. Consensus mobilization is the “deliberate
attempts to spread the views of a social actor among parts of a population.”86 At Brookhaven,
even though some activists identify as family oriented mothers who care for their children or as
80
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concerned teachers, the consensus hasn’t been translated into a form of collective action that is
sustainable. With a strong mobilized consensus, the final property, sustained collective action
occurs. Sustaining collective action is what transforms a contentious episode into a social
movement. If a social movement is sustained, the movement is able to persist in spite of the
strategies employed by the state to repress the movement.
To create a sense of solidarity and sustain collective action, social movements must
engage in consensus mobilization and maintain it. Convincing people to stay involved in a
movement is easier if the movement’s agenda is diffused well throughout a population. In
addition to keeping activists incentivized to engage in collective action, if the consensus is
mobilized effectively, the movement is better able to combat opponents and prepare for any
changes in political opportunity structure. Tarrow argues that changes in political opportunity
structure create incentives for people to join in social movements and engage in collective action
in the future.87 Changes in the political opportunity structure are usually akin to elections, but not
always. Changes in power within the state create an opportunity for activists to interject. If a
movement is able to define what the collective challenge is, create a sense of common purpose
and solidarity, and sustain collective action against challengers over time, the more likely the
movement successfully respond to changes in political opportunity structures and create new
opportunities to respond to.
By looking at the social movement at Brookhaven over time, we can see if the movement
was able to respond successfully to changes in political opportunity structures and create new
opportunities through collective action, and if not, find out what the movement was missing.
What can be changed emerges from the process of identifying what is missing from the social
movement at Brookhaven. I will argue that at Brookhaven, there is an identifiable collective
87
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challenge and common purpose. But what is missing is the ability to have solidarity that
translates into sustainable collective action. Despite creating a causal story that puts the blame on
the Town and the NYSDEC for the sick population, a consensus hasn’t been mobilized to a point
where collective action can transform into an effective challenge against opponents and be
sustained over time. Since consensus hasn’t been mobilized beyond the local level, collective
action has been episodic and only circulated within the already involved actors at a local scale.
Hence, the movement at Brookhaven hasn’t been able to reach new groups that may help
mobilize, organize, and diffuse collective action so that it can sustain itself against powerful
opponents. Town politicians and the NYSDEC have been able to repress the strategies employed
because activists have only operated within an already expected repertoire of contention.
Without a mobilized consensus and sustained collective action, the social movement Brookhaven
will continue to be repressed by strategies employed by Town politicians and scientists at the
NYSDEC.

Spotty Suspicions: 1993-2005
A report released in 2005 from the New York State Department of Health (NYSDOH),
summarized findings from the Frank P. Long School Nurse Evaluation records from 1993-1994
and the Cancer Incidence Investigation conducted from 1983-1992 and 1993-1996. The school
district was able to request that the NYSDOH investigate the health complaints among the
students and staff at Frank P. Long Intermediate School. There, health concerns ranged from
headaches, eye irritation, and nausea. From January 18 to February 10, 1994, and from April 11
to May 6, 1994 logs were made to record odors from the landfill, absenteeism, visits to the
nurse’s office, visits to the nurse for use of asthma medication, and health complaints from
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staff.88 The report stated that there was no pattern of increased health symptoms on days when an
odor from the Brookhaven Landfill was recorded. The report also noted that by 1994, an odor
reduction plan implemented in 1993 at the landfill could have decreased the instances of odors.
The report proposes no further investigation neither any recommendations to reconcile the
potential impact the odor reduction plan could have had on the results.89
Residents living near also expressed concerns at this time about the possible adverse
effects of the landfill on residents. An investigation to examine cancer occurrence among
residents living in the area served by the school was conducted in 1994 after the Cancer
Surveillance Program was notified of the concern among residents living near the Brookhaven
Landfill by the Bureau of Environmental and Occupational Epidemiology of the NYSDOH.90
The study first looked at cancers diagnosed from 1983-1992 and found that neither the overall
numbers of cancers among males, females, young adults, and children were not statistically
significant. There was also no specific cancer site that showed a statistically significant excess.91
In the 1993-1996 study, although there still was not a significant increase in numbers of total
cancers among residents, there was a significant difference in bladder cancer and malignant
melanoma of the skin among males and uterine cancer among females than expected. Despite a
significant difference among specific cancer sites, there was no obvious clustering of cases near
the landfill.92 When the time period (1983-1996) is combined, the NYSDOH observed that there
was a statistically significant excess in total cancer found among females. Specifically, cases of
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uterine, lung, and breast cancer. The NYSDOH noted that at that point there aren’t any
environmental risk factors known to cause uterine cancer. This deflected from the environment
as being a factor and shifts the focus on individual lifestyle choice that factor into cancer.
Although neither of these studies was able to provide much evidence to prove that the
landfill is an environmental hazard, the role of cancer and illness is still a major focus point for
activism against the Brookhaven Landfill today. As of 2019, thirty-five teachers have been
diagnosed with cancer.93 The concern with cancer creates a sense of common purpose for
activists to frame their narrative against the Brookhaven Landfill activists. Personal stories and
observations by mothers and community members are utilized to frame their discontent with the
landfill and the health of the community. By framing the Brookhaven Landfill as an
environmental health hazard, the goal is to create a sense of common purpose that will expand
the existing social networks at Brookhaven to include more existing coalitions or even encourage
the development of new ones. The odors that are decreasing the quality of life is the collective
challenge for activists to overcome. By mobilizing resources, activists are able to connect with
others in new ways unavailable to them before.
Even though the nurse records didn’t show an association of visits with landfill odors and
the cancer results showed no obvious cancer clustering around the landfill, the NYSDOH results
were a missed window of opportunity because activists weren’t mobilized or organized at this
time. If they had been, the health studies results could have been a framing opportunity to
demand additional testing. For example, activists could have pointed out that because of
inconclusive effects the odor reduction plan had on school children’s symptoms frequency,
additional testing should be conducted. Furthermore, with findings that females had an excess in
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the total amount of cancer cases and uterine cancer specifically when the two time periods of the
cancer studies are combined, could have been used to request future testing. Ever since this
missed opportunity to contest these results, there hasn’t been another cancer study or study done
on the schoolchildren. From the perspective of the state, these sorts of tests are more open for
interpretation than air quality tests. Air quality tests are harder to mobilize consensus around than
tests than cancer studies and studies on school children. The link between air quality and human
health is still there, but it isn’t as strong. For that reason, it may be why tests after the 1993-1994
ones have only been air quality tests around the landfill and the school.

Early Catalyst for Activism: 2011-2015
Between the 1990s to the late 2000s, collective action against the landfill was not
sustained in a cohesive way but a spike in contention against the landfill took place from 20112013. Early concerns about the Brookhaven Landfill during the 1990s were a mixture of water
contamination from a leachate plume that originated from the landfill, school children illnesses,
and cancer cases. These qualities of life concerns, while inherently political did not gain much
political traction since cancer and school nurse reports were inconclusive. Even though the
leachate plume originated from the landfill, the opposition was appeased with remediation efforts
to contain the leachate plume. This shifted the activists focus to the air quality of surrounding the
landfill and the school as well as cancer concerns. With this shift, activists in the early 2010s
were able to engage and respond to political and environmental events to further frame their
argument against the landfill.
From 2011-2013, activists responded to three major events: an evacuation at Frank P.
Long Intermediate School, a height expansion proposal from the Town of Brookhaven Board,
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and the aftermath of Superstorm Sandy. These three events were opportunities for activists to
mobilize their resources to bring about significant change to the operation of the landfill. During
these three events, two main frameworks existed to talk about the landfill. On the part of the
environmental activists, the landfill was framed as an environmental health concern that will
continue to negatively impact the surrounding community if nothing is done to monitor
emissions. The Town Board framed the landfill in strictly economic terms that supported the
growth machine at Brookhaven. There was an emphasis on the financial benefit of the landfill
rather than the negative environmental impacts. The landfill was frequently identified as a
necessity for the Town to survive, just a few years after the financial crisis of 2008. Whether or
not this was true, framing the landfill in economic terms enabled the Town to avoid the
underlying environmental concerns about landfill emissions and the future of waste management
on Long Island.94
By examining these three events through the lens of the growth machine, the complicated
relationship between the state, the Town, community activists, and science will become clearer.
Again, for Harvey Molotch, the growth machine at any given locality is primarily interested in
economic growth, where it is the “key operative motivation towards consensus for members of
politically mobilized local elites, however split they might be on other issues.”95 The growth
machine in the case of Brookhaven was not only a theoretical logic, but also a physical plan that
required the landfill to grow in order to be fulfilled. To use Molotch’s term, the anti-growth
activists came into play to disrupt the growth machine at Brookhaven. Anti-growth activists
emerged in response to strong growth logic in the middle of the economic crisis of 2008. Even
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though neither the Town of Brookhaven or anti-growth activists had control of the
macroeconomic downturn of the country, pro-growth factions of the Town were better able to
reframe anxieties into local terms than were anti-growth factions to fit their economic interests.
When Molotch wrote “The City as a Growth Machine: Toward a Political Economy of
Place” in 1976, it was in response to the heightened environmental activism in the 1970s. This
analysis failed to address how macroeconomic recessions or depressions can re-energize the
local growth machine. The impacts of the economic recession should not be underestimated in its
ability to reinvigorate and extend the growth machine logic of the Town’s responses during this
the 2008 recession, summed up by one community member who stated that, “we all know that it
boils down to money.”96 With this in mind, the growth machine manifested slightly different for
each of these events. First, in response to the school evacuation, the Town was more worried
about losing a contract that would have devastated the them financially than the students' health.
The emphasis was on the loss of money coupled with reassurances that the landfill was safe since
it was heavily monitored. Second, when the Town proposed to expand the landfill to stay afloat
financially, again economic arguments were used to prevent the focus from being on the negative
environmental consequences of expanding the landfill on the community. Saving jobs and
services was a central point in the Town’s argument in a time where many Americans were
losing their jobs, so promising to maintain the status quo was powerful during economic
uncertainty. Third, in the wake of Superstorm Sandy, the Town argued that a temporary height
increase and the use of fireboxes were the best economic option to handle the large volume of
storm debris.
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The responses to these three events varied with different levels of success. Depending on
the event, either the Town or the activists are more successfully able to frame their narrative and
push their agenda. In the case of the evacuation, the first formal organization was created to get
the NYSDEC to ban sludge permits. When the Town proposed to expand the landfill height,
activists took the legal route by filing a lawsuit against them. Out of the three events, the reaction
to Superstorm Sandy was less organized than the preceding events. In this case, the response was
to highlight public health concerns about poor air quality because of the fire boxes. After data
was released from air quality monitors, the response was to ban the use of fire boxes in New
York State. In these examples, the growth machine and its anti-growth response are a clear back
and forth battle.
On March 24th, 2011, the Frank P. Long Intermediate School had to be evacuated due to
strong odors from the landfill. That day, sixty-five students were evacuated with reports of being
lightheaded or nauseated because of the odor. The response on the part of the Town and the
community is revealing of their relationship with one another and the values of both groups are
in opposition. Officials said the odor may have been “drawn into the building overnight by the
fresh air intake system.”97 The Brookhaven Landfill had been accepting sludge from New York
City since June 2010. Every month, up until that March, the landfill accepted 10,000 tons of
sludge.98
In addition to this, the Town had contracts with the Long Island municipalities of
Huntington, Riverhead and North Hempstead since 2008 to accept non-hazardous sludge.99 In
light of the school evacuation, the Town Supervisor, Mark Lesko, said the Town halted the
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deliveries of sewage until the NYSDEC decided how to clear up the problem. After the incident,
Lesko emphasized the economic impact on the Town if it lost the contract with New York City
to accept sludge. He was worried that the evacuation could jeopardize the $3.5 million annual
contract stating that “the fallout could be devastating financially.”100 Lesko defended the landfill
further stating that the landfill “is one of the most heavily monitored landfills in the country” and
reiterated that the tests that were done by the Suffolk police and local fire departments after the
evacuation, “do not reveal that sludge is causing a hazardous condition at the school.”101 Lesko
didn’t go onto say what types of tests were conducted by the Suffolk Police and the local fire
department.
Even before the school evacuation occurred, the Stop The Sludge coalition formed (STS)
earlier in 2011. STS was a community group that became organized with the objective to stop
the Brookhaven Landfill from accepting sludge.102 The coalition consisted of over twenty
stakeholder organizations, one of which is the Citizens Campaign for the Environment (CCE)
and the South Yaphank Civic Association (SYCA), both of which played an important role in the
movement against the landfill.
Since the STS was formed before the evacuation, they were able to mobilize their
resources and put pressure on the NYSDEC. The following day on March 25th, the NYSDEC
modified the permit so that the Brookhaven Landfill could no longer accept sludge at the landfill.
Lesko stated that the Town would comply with the NYSDEC’s decision but called the loss of the
contract “devastating and unexpected” and looked to find ways to plug the hold in the Town’s
$260 million budget.103 Councilwoman Connie Kepert, who represented the district where the
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landfill lies, stated that the budget would have to be resolved in other ways and that “the cash
cow of the Town has been the landfill since the 1970s, and that burden has fallen
disproportionately on the residents who live around the landfill.”104 For those who were
concerned with the health of the community, this was a victory.
As for Lesko, he was more concerned with the new hole in the budget than the welfare of
his constituents. Lesko’s concerns were reflective of the general municipal concern of
maintaining and promoting economic growth even at the expense of the environment. Economic
growth is the main focus of the Town rather than addressing the declining quality of life of their
constituents. By continuously insisting on the existence of the landfill to maintain the budget and
the status quo, the environmental concerns voiced are often blocked, with the modification of the
permit being one of these exceptions. Without support from the elected officials from the Town,
gaining enough political traction to improve the quality of life for nearby residents is difficult for
the activists to achieve. This limited the potential powerful alliances for activists to make to have
a significant change to the environmental conditions. At this time period, the Town Board and
Lesko, with the exception of Councilwoman Kepert, represented a unified front to protect the
landfill.
In April 2011 after the school evacuation, the Executive Board had a meeting with
Councilwoman Kepert, to prepare a resolution for the creation of a Landfill Advisory Board.
This advisory board would be later referred to as the Landfill Liaison Committee (LLC). The
LLC’s goal was to work with the Town in matters regarding the landfill, enhance
communication, and allow for community involvement.105 There was a change in the opportunity
structure for activists with increased access to participation when the LLC was formed. The idea
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here is that the LLC will increase community transparency, so that community members will be
better informed about the activities at the landfill. Within that same year, by June, the STS
coalition expanded its mission.106 The mission was expanded to include other issues that affect
the neighborhoods’ health and safety. The STS coalition was renamed the Brookhaven
Community Coalition (BCC), approximately in 2012, to reflect the expansion of the coalitions
targeted issues.107
Getting the permit modified was a victory for environmentalists, and activists rode on this
momentum when in February 2012, the Town proposed that the landfill’s height should be
expanded. The reasoning behind this proposal, from the viewpoint of the local town
municipality, was economic. The story of the landfill expansion unfolded on the SYCA blog.
There, updates on meetings and important events were posted for those who were interested to
increase public awareness about what is going on in the neighborhood politics. On the SYCA
blog, Long Island Newsday newspaper articles were collected in one spot so that blog readers
could more easily understand what was going on.
In Sophia Chang’s Newsday article, “Brookhaven Eyes Yaphank Landfill expansion”,
concern over the town budget was outlined briefly for the reader. Lesko worried about the
financial burden due to the loss of the contract with the city to accept sludge. It is no surprise that
he warned that the town is on “the brink of bankruptcy” and proposed that landfill expansion will
“ensure financial stability for the township” at a meeting with the LLC.108 Since the Town’s
growth was driven by real estate taxes and landfill fees, both of which decreased due to the
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recession, the proposal to expand the landfill appeared to be the best option to prevent further
losses.
Furthermore, the landfill brought in $45 million in revenue for the Town in 2012, and
played a crucial role in maintaining the Town budget of $260 million.109 With each additional
10,000 tons of material, $200,000 would be made.110 When put in these terms, it is clear that the
focus was on the great financial benefit the landfill offered the Town rather than the
environmental harm that would follow its expansion. The landfill expansion was framed as the
best economic alternative solution for the Town in the short run even though Lesko felt caught in
the middle between “the unpopular landfill” and “the loss of revenue.”111 The Town framed the
narrative to say that in order to prevent taxes from being raised, the layoffs of hundreds of Town
employees, the landfill had to be expanded. Lesko wanted to avoid the layoffs of “your
neighbors and friends”, in the short run and ignore the long-term reoccurring environmental
issues the landfill perpetuates.112 This type of political statement resonated in a time of economic
uncertainty and served as fuel for the growth machine’s claim that growth makes jobs, which is
“promulgated by developers, builders, and chambers of commerce; it becomes a part of the
statesman talk of editorialists and political officials.”113 Molotch argues instead that local growth
machines do not make jobs but rather they only distribute jobs since larger federal
macroeconomic decisions have very little to do with local decision making.114 If the local growth
machine doesn’t have much control in the creation of jobs, it is critical that jobs are maintained
to ensure that the machine continues to operate. Protecting “your neighbors” by expanding the
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landfill was reflective of the rationale to protect the distribution of jobs to perpetuate the local
growth machine.
The Town’s proposal prompted a response from activists to prevent the landfill from
expanding. After a meeting at the Brookhaven Fire House, Adrienne Esposito, the Executive
Director of the CCE, suggested that a unified response to Lesko’s recommendations were
needed.115 One of the suggestions at this point was to lobby the NYSDEC rather than theTtown
since, according to Esposito, the NYSDEC “are supposed to be stewards of our land and
water.”116 Nevertheless, concern about Town revenue issues continued into May with more
warnings from Lesko that without a landfill expansion Town services would be cut. At the
beginning of May, Jeff Kassner, the Town Director of Environmental Protection presented a
formal proposal to increase the height of the landfill by 50 feet, making it 320 feet high and
capable of holding an additional 3.9 million cubic yards of waste.117
To inform the public hearing on May 8th, 2012, both the SYCA and the
Brookhaven/South Haven Hamlet blogs posted an announcement from the CCE urging people to
show up and try to stop the landfill from expanding. Kathleen Scheibel, who was the president of
the Brookhaven Village Association (BVA) and a member of the LLC and the BCC Executive
Board, noted in an email to tell people about the landfill proposal that, “We are not blind to the
financial benefit to the Town of this facility, and our plan is to work with the Town to find a
solution that will be satisfactory to all.”118 At the Town meeting, the Town Council was set to
vote on a proposal to grant the Town permission to ask the NYSDEC about raising the height of
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the landfill. During the meeting, activists against the landfill evoked environmental health
concerns, while union member landfill employee Charlie Churchio argued that, “For that fifty
feet, we can save the equivalent of 30 to 40 town jobs.”119 Councilwoman Connie Kepert, who
represented Yaphank, the hamlet where the landfill resides, proposed that the landfill be
increased by varying heights instead of the fifty feet mark. Despite her efforts, the proposal to
ask the NYSDEC to increase the landfill fifty feet passed with a 6-1 vote.120
Kepert was a potential pathway into the town politics and activists hoped that with her
help they could get their agenda heard. Unfortunately, at the proposal vote, she was outnumbered
due to the growth machine politics of the Town. As Tarrow stated, it is within the repertoire of
contention for movements to insert themselves “into complex policy networks, and thus within
the reach of the state.”121 The CCE and the BCC were able to insert their agenda, but without any
success with only Kepert. The problem here was that there was not enough consensus
mobilization to convince the other Town Board members to vote as Kepert did.
Kepert was first elected to the Town Board in 2005. Before her official political career
began, Kepert was an already active community member. Kepert was previously President of the
Affiliated Brookhaven Civic Organization, President of the Longwood Alliance, and President of
the Middle Island Civic Association.122Additionally, up until 2012, Kepert was a teacher at
Longwood High School, showing further commitment to the future of the community. Kepert
was concerned with not only the future education of the community, but also the community’s
future in regards to sustainability. Kepert was successfully able to pass Energy Star legislation in
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2006 and update it in 2010 with two amendments that required larger homes to be more energy
efficient and closed a loophole to necessitate the renewal of building permits to comply with
energy standards.123 Both of these amendments sought to reduce homeowner energy costs and
carbon emissions.
Kepert also started the Green Homes initiative and Go Solar initiative in 2010. The goal
of the Green Homes initiative was to “help residents retrofit their homes with energy efficient
insulation, weather stripping, and even possible replacement of ancient boilers and drafty
windows.”124 The Go Solar initiative sought to “close the financial gap for the installation of
solar photovoltaic (PV) or solar thermal (hot water) generation panels on the roof of a selected
town resident’s home.”125 On her website, Kepert highlighted the successful passage of energy
star legislation and Green Home Legislation both “have resulted in the creation of a whole new
industry of green jobs on Long Island.”126
Her narrative of creating new jobs and reducing energy costs went in direct opposition to
the narrative the rest of the Town Board had created about the Town of Brookhaven. For Kepert,
there were other alternatives than simply raising the landfill to fix the Town budget, as evidenced
by her vote, legislative history, and community history. Kepert’s clear commitment to the
community and sustainability made her a good choice for activists to try and build a political
alliance with. Kepert was an environmental elite that solely stood in opposition to the rest of the
Town Board.
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On the Brookhaven/South Haven Blog page, an article titled, “Town Board Chooses
Money over Health and Welfare of Community”, was posted in response to the town vote the
following day. The blog post summarized that the town is “continuing forty years of broken lies
and promises” with the vote to expand the life of the landfill to “increase revenue to the town and
avoid taxes.”127 The blog goes on to say that the politicians are doing “looney math” since 1) the
effects on revenue wouldn’t be immediate and 2) the landfill at this point was set to close in
2019, but Town officials stated that even without the increased height, the landfill had another
seventeen years left to operate.128 The Town owns and operates the Brookhaven landfill under a
Title V permit issued by the NYSDEC. Based on this, there is reason to believe there is a
financial incentive for the NYSDEC to let the landfill continue to operate. For example, one
comment on a Brookhaven/ South Haven blog called the NYSDEC “more of an enabler than a
healer” which captures the sentiment that activists have been frustrated with the NYSDEC since
they have a history of “allowing Town politics to punt down the field.”129 This statement implies
that there is a close relationship between the Town politics and the NYSDEC that has been able
to protect the landfill from activists opposition. Both the Town and the NYSDEC here are forces
that block activism from mobilizing consensus within institutions that are more interested in
protecting themselves and economic growth. Not only this, if the landfill were to be exposed as
the source of poor air quality, this revelation would tarnish the NYSDEC’s image as an
institution that is supposed to protect the environment.
In June of 2012, the BCC and the CCE, lead by Adrienne Esposito, were able to hire a
lawyer named Christopher Murray to pursue a lawsuit against the landfill permit. At this point in
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the movement, resources, and consensus was mobilized enough. The Town submitted an
informal proposal to the NYSDEC to increase the height of the landfill, but both the Town and
the BCC were still unsure at this time if this qualified as a new permit application or a
modification. Thus, both the BCC and the Town had to wait for the state to given them guidance
on how to proceed.130 The BCC met on June 18th, 2012 to update the community on the landfill
and a blog was posted on the Brookhaven/South Haven Hamlet page. The post quoted Lesko
from the Long Island Newsday where he said that hiring a lawyer would have a “dramatic effect”
on how the Town worked with the LLC. The Hamlet reporter stated that the LLC at this point
was “now largely seen as an attempt by the Town to co-opt opposition to the landfill, rather than
a mechanism for arriving at sound landfill management policies and its closure.”131 Cooptation is
a strategy used by institutions to gain the support of its opponents to diffuse resistance. The
Hamlet reporter noted that there has been a history where the Town has bypassed consultation
with the LLC and ignored previous BCC proposals to have $20-a-year landfill fees or satellite
landfills. Lesko tried to leverage his office by halting meetings with the LLC since he “can’t
participate in meetings that would be basically discovery sessions.”132 The promise of
transparency was a powerful tool in forming the Town’s strategy to satisfy its opponents, but it
became clear that the cooptation became more of a liability to continue for the Town after the
lawsuit was announced.
In August of 2012, the BCC went forward with the lawsuit and the Town received an
Article 78 Lawsuit. An Article 78 Lawsuit accuses the Town of failing to follow state
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environmental law. The lawsuit was a response to the Town’s refusal to take into consideration
the BCC recommendations as well as the complaints from the surrounding community. The
lawsuit specifically cited when the Town did not properly follow the State Environmental
Quality Review Act (SERQA). The original SERQA review was completed in 2002 when the
height was 270 feet, but the Town “did not follow the requirements and did not review a SERQA
process before adopting the May 8, 2012 resolution.”133 The lawsuit was filed because the Town
did not prepare a new or supplemental environmental impact statement describing what the
increased height would have. The Town argued that “the 2002 findings would also be relevant
for a higher landfill.”134 Hiring a lawyer is a strategy within the repertoire of contention against
the Brookhaven Landfill. This enabled activists to reframe the landfill not only as a political and
environmental issue, but also a legal one.
Legal incrementalism dovetails with the path-dependent manner of the state institutions
and is within the repertoire of contention. This is because legal incrementalism is a “method of
decision-making that proceeds by a series of incremental judgments as opposed to a single
judgment made on the basis of rational manipulation of all the ideally relevant
considerations.”135 Here, the lawsuit works with the institutional paths built by the state since the
change is a series of judgments rather than one decision that would disrupt the path-dependent
bureaucratic state. It is very rare that path dependent institutions can be disrupted quickly
because of the long history of power to suppress radical change. Since pathways are based on the
repertoires of state institutions, it is unlikely that one decision would close the landfill and must
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instead build a case through a series of incremental judgments. The hope of invoking legal
incrementalism is to work within the system in place and over time to change the way
environmental decisions and policies are made.
The lawsuit was filed on August 13th, 2012 and Lesko resigned from his Supervisor
position two days later. According to his board members, these difficulties are “not the reason
that Lesko is leaving.”136 The reason cited, tellingly was a new job offer to run the Accelerate
Long Island Project. Accelerate Long Island is a non-profit non-partisan project with the goal to
help businesses on Long Island succeed. Accelerate Long Island works with the Town of
Brookhaven and the Long Island Association to “create an entrepreneurial ecosystem where
ideas are transformed into commercial success in industry clusters focusing on technology, clean
energy, and the life sciences.”137 The resignation of Lesko was a change in the political
opportunity structure for activists. The hope that with a change in the political opportunity
structure is that the newly elected Town Supervisor would be a more cooperative ally. A political
alliance with the new Town Supervisor would provide more pathways to access the political
process to enact change. Ed Romaine became the Town Supervisor-elect and was inaugurated in
November 2012.
When Superstorm Sandy hit New York on October 29th, 2012 it had profound impacts
on the operation of the Brookhaven Landfill. Due to the overwhelming volume of storm debris,
the Suffolk County Office of Emergency Management agreed to request the ability to use three
air curtain fireboxes or just called “fireboxes” from the NYSDEC until February 12,2013 to burn

136

Sophia Chang and Deon J. Hampton, “Lesko to Resign as Brookhaven Supervisor,” Newsday, August 15, 2012,
https://www.newsday.com/long-island/suffolk/brookhaven-supervisor-mark-lesko-resigns-to-lead-li-tech-effort1.3906785.
137
Long Island Association, Inc., NY, “Accelerate Long Island,” accessed April 30, 2019,
http://www.longislandassociation.org/accelerate-long-island.

59

vegetative debris.138 A fourth firebox was permitted until December 5,2012 due to the large
volume of vegetative debris.139 In addition, the Town landfill was permitted a temporary 25 feet
increase. The BCC and CCE were against the use of the fireboxes. When the fireboxes were
installed, Esposito commented, “We understand it, but we’re not happy with Brookhaven always
being the sacrificial lamb.”140 Esposito went further to say that “Other towns had landfills. They
closed them, and balanced their budgets.”141 The general poor response to waste management in
the aftermath was evident with the constant burning of vegetative debris after the storm. Esposito
summed up this sentiment when she claimed that the Town’s request to exceed normal tonnage
at the landfill made it “evident that there is a solid waste crisis on Long Island, and we can’t
separate the debris in the hardest-hit areas.”142
According to Romaine in an interview with NBC New York, “stopping the burning could
create a bigger regional problem: Trucking the debris off Long Island would be very expensive.
Mulching or chipping the debris could take decades.”143 Here, Romaine justified the use of
fireboxes with an economic framework that supports the growth machine. By framing the
Brookhaven Landfill as a better solution for all of Long Island, the air quality concerns are
dismissed at the local level. Romaine supported a larger scale of the operations at the
Brookhaven Landfill so that more debris could be burned in a timely manner and simultaneously
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ignore the local issues. This logic aligned with the Town’s agenda to make a profit. The more
sustainable option of mulching was framed as an infeasible option when Romaine said that
“Brookhaven has only just completed the mulching of debris from Hurricane Gloria, 27 years
ago.”144 By making this comparison, burning the vegetative debris was seen as the more financial
and time efficient option. The sustainability benefits of mulching are excluded from the
conversation and was deemed to take too long by Romaine. Other options to chip the wood for
wood products were also not mentioned as an option for the Town to pursue.145 The purposeful
exclusion of the sustainable benefits of other options sought to flatten the debate between
activists and the Town.
Soon after Superstorm Sandy, Romaine met with the BCC for the first time on November
19th at the Brookhaven Fire House to present his position on the landfill. The meeting was
announced on the Brookhaven/ South Haven Blog page to get the public to attend. At the
meeting on November 19th, Romaine stated that when he was running for Office of Supervisor
that he would “not pursue the idea of raising the landfill.”146 Furthermore, Romaine spoke to the
future of the landfill and wanted “to gather a group of experts to draft an alternative waste
management future with a regional approach” since with solid waste management he had “some
general idea, but that’s why you get experts to give you options.”147 These comments made
Romaine look like a more open ally than previous Supervisor Lesko. Creating and maintaining
political alliances is a strategy to connect smaller networks and convince more groups or
individuals to get involved.
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On November 30th, 2012, less than a month after Superstorm Sandy, the New York State
Supreme Court Article 78 lawsuit against the Town of Brookhaven was settled. The BCC
dropped its lawsuit against the Town since the Town agreed not to apply to the NYSDEC for a
height raise. In addition to this, the Town was required to notify the BCC if any future
applications for an elevation permit are made.148 Under this stipulation, the BCC to a degree
regained some of the political access it lost when Lesko ended the meetings with LLC. Due to
the timing of Superstorm Sandy, activists were unable to sustain collective action and expand
their claims from preventing the height expansion to closing the landfill. Although it is good that
that activists were able to prevent the height expansion, this small victory was short-lived since
the BCC quickly had to turn its attention to the fireboxes potential threat to air quality.
Local residents were concerned with noxious fumes and ash since the burning began, so
Esposito and the executive committee of the BCC met with Romaine in an emergency meeting in
his office in early December 2012.149 In response to the concerns laid out at this meeting,
Romaine wrote a letter to Joseph Williams, who is the Commissioner of the Suffolk County
Department of Fire Rescue and Emergency services. Romaine wrote to Commissioner Williams,
“questions raised compel me to ask you to give your assurances of the technology involved;
specifically, that the four operating fire boxes do not pose a health risk to those in the
surrounding communities.”150 Questions about air quality raised by the BCC and the CCE were
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the driving force behind getting monitors since the NYSDEC special permit until February 12,
2013 didn’t require them to be there.151
Commissioner Williams responded that he was “pleased to advise you that the County of
Suffolk has already begun facilitating the placement of monitoring equipment that conforms to
the specifications provided by the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation
and will begin such operations as soon as possible.”152 Due to the BCC’s insistence that monitors
were necessary to protect the public health from potential threats, three monitors were placed in
late December a week after the correspondence between Romaine and Commissioner
Williams.153 Two were along the south side of the landfill, and the last was along the north side.
The data was to be analyzed by Commissioner Williams and his staff, officials from the Town of
Brookhaven Department of Waste Management, and Suffolk County.154Getting the monitors
there was a small victory for the activists, but how the scientific information results from the
monitors are interpreted complicated the story.
Two air quality monitors were placed along the south side of the landfill, and the
remaining monitor was placed on the north side of the property close to the Brookhaven Fire
Department.155 Up until this point activists were able to get the monitors implemented but due to
the scientific process, they had to wait for the results to come back. In this interim, the power
was within the court of the institutions of the state and the county, where this data is internally
interpreted and then circulated into the public. The combination of the time it takes to collect and
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interpret data and political reluctance to install monitors stalled the activists momentum. By the
time results came in after the CCE received the air quality data through a Freedom of
Information Law (FOIL) request, the February 12th special permit had expired. Since there was
no more burning at the Brookhaven Landfill, the state could move past this episode unscathed by
any sustained public scrutiny.
On February 24th, 2013, the CCE and the BCC wrote a letter to NYSDEC Commissioner
Joe Martens and Suffolk County Executive Steve Bellone to discuss air quality data from the fire
boxes at the Brookhaven Landfill. This letter aimed to refute the results gathered from the air
monitors beginning in December. According to the CCE, “several days contain critical segments
of time where emissions were significantly over the standard for several hours.”156 The CCE
stated that due to the 24-hour rolling Time Weighted Average Standard (TWA), “these days only
attained a total average below standard due to a dramatic reduction for half the day. This
provided a false and misleading standard for safety.”157 The CCE listed the days and the times
where the levels were exceeding the standard and further took issue to the placement and
sufficient number of the monitors since the readings listed only applied to the two monitors on
the south side of the landfill. Therefore, the CCE found that “to believe that the particulate matter
only blew in one direction for five months is simply absurd.”158
The CCE reported that the NYSDEC stated: “they did not rise to the level of concern that
you are suggesting.”159 For the CCE, the results from the NYSDEC are misleading and their own
results were a more accurate picture of the air quality at the Brookhaven Landfill. The CCE puts
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the blame on the County and the State when they said, “the data regrettably verifies that our
concerns were valid and should have been more aggressively addressed by the County and the
State.”160 Here, the County and the State are depicted as institutions that have not been listening
to the concerns of activists groups, and that behavior should change as a result of the newly
interpreted data.
On March 3, 2013, there was a Newsday article released “Official: Sandy Debris Burns in
Yaphank Hurt Air Quality” that demonstrated how the Suffolk County officials changed their
position in light of the data debate. Romaine responded as well and said, “this isn’t a strategy the
town will be using in the future” and “was concerned about the burning and air quality.”161
Esposito criticized the use of fireboxes and said, “Suffolk County wanted a cheap, easy, quick
solution to burning debris, but that doesn’t equate to safety.”162
Superstorm Sandy created a change in the political opportunity structure that was missed
by activists. Activists were unable to gather consensus from the Town Board to not have the fire
boxes placed in the first place, and were also unable to have them banned after the fact that air
quality was poor. Success in responding to the political opportunity of the school evacuation in
2011 gave the movement enough momentum in 2012 to settle a lawsuit in November 2012 but
was disregarded in the midst of a natural disaster response. With the lawsuit resolved, the
movement was swiftly repressed before larger claims could be made when the Brookhaven
Landfill fire boxes were framed as a time-saving and financial advantage for the recovery of the
greater Long Island population. The Town’s causal story framing was more convincing in the
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context of an emergency, where the utilitarian logic of the greatest amount of good for the
greatest number of people prevailed.
Since the state is supposed to guard human health it serves as a “target of collective
claims, but increasingly as a fulcrum of claims against others.”163 Brookhaven activists target and
criticize the state’s inaction with regards to protecting the health of the community. Activists also
need to call upon the state to provide them with the scientific evidence they require to go against
the practices at Brookhaven Landfill in the first place. The state has thus far produced science
that isn’t of use to activists which has prevented them from making claims not only at the local
level, but also from making larger claims against the EPA and the standards they use to define
poor air quality. If science proved that the landfill was unsafe for human health, the NYSDEC
could serve as a mediator to make claims against the EPA to change the standards that permitted
the Brookhaven Landfill to exist in the first place.
In the case of the evacuation, STS had to target collective action against the NYSDEC to
modify the Town’s landfill permit so that accepting sludge was removed. Second, the Town
proposed a height expansion permit, activists needed the NYSDEC to give them guidance to see
how to make claims against the Town proposal. When the air monitoring data from the fireboxes
were available, the CCE tried to reclaim the data from the monitors and reinterpret the
information in a way that exposes the flaws of the NYSDEC and the practices of the landfill in
the aftermath of Superstorm Sandy to the public. The data that the CCE reported was not “new”
but was instead “newly interpreted.” The CCE is fighting the NYSDEC’s results but also needs
the NYSDEC and the EPA to change the standards. This exchange puts into question the
objectivity of science and reinvigorates the public's suspicion and distrust of science produced by
the State. The social movement at Brookhaven needs the very institutions that are preventing the
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movement from mobilizing a consensus that can bring about structural change to how the landfill
is being operated. The simultaneous requirement to fight against the state’s actions (or inactions)
and also ask for its assistance to make environmental health claims is a complicated obstacle that
Brookhaven activists have yet to overcome.
By 2013, the main resistance against the landfill comes from the BCC including the CCE,
BVA, and SYCA, with leadership from Adrienne Esposito and Kathleen Scheibel. All of these
small groups are interconnected and play a role in formulating the common purpose and
solidarity that allows for contentious collective action to occur. All of these groups have framed
the landfill as a environmental health issue that has been ignored by the Town since the
construction of the landfill in 1974. The message is clear from these groups: close the landfill.
Although activists won local victories when the NYSDEC permit was modified and a
permanent height increase was prevented by mobilizing consensus, they unable to get the landfill
closed. Expanding the claims to get the landfill closed became even less likely in the wake of
Superstorm Sandy because the Brookhaven Landfill was framed as the only solution for a
regional environmental crisis. Activists were not mobilized enough to prevent the fireboxes from
being installed. The regional political power was too much for local activism to challenge despite
recent local victories. Superstorm Sandy effectively ended the already short episode of sustained
collective action at the local level. Consensus mobilization has not reached a critical point where
it can hold the state and Town accountable to close the landfill and has only circulated within the
already existing coalitions at Brookhaven. This was enough to have smaller victories but without
a stronger consensus mobilization, even with an identifiable collective challenge, common
purpose, solidarity would not be able translate into sustained collective action to close the
landfill.
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The activities of the Brookhaven activists have been predictable since they are well
within the known repertoire of contention, which has meant that the institutions have been able
to repress the larger goals of the social movement. Because of this, activists need to reframe the
local issue of the Brookhaven Landfill into a regional issue in a way that mobilizes a consensus
into sustained collective action. If the activists had been better able to frame the local issues of
the sick surrounding community and connect it with the regional issue of solid waste
management Superstorm Sandy exposed, activists would’ve been able to expand their claims that
the Brookhaven Landfill should be closed.

To Learn or Not to Learn?: 2015-2017
Community concern prompted a series of responses in 2017 from the NYSDEC,
NYSDOH, the South Country Central School District (SCCSD), and the Town of Brookhaven to
clarify test results from Enviroscience Inc., the Board of Education’s contracted consultant.
These test results would determine whether Frank P. Long should reopen in the fall or if the
Board of Education should prepare relocation options for children. Enviroscience tested indoor
and outdoor air quality around Frank P. Long Intermediate School on December 5th, 2015, June
8th, 2016, and May 3rd, 2017.164 The community wanted to know if it was the landfill to blame
for children getting sick and the presence of increased levels of benzene. The future of the
landfill and of the school at this point was uncertain. If the test results indicated high levels of
VOCs nearby the school, a strong case could be made to close the landfill even earlier than
already planned.
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SCCSD Superintendent of Schools Dr. Joseph Giani’s letters concerning results from
previous tests and meeting notices was the main form of communication with the Frank P. Long
Intermediate School community. Hence, Dr. Giani was a point of authority in the communication
and translation of environmental risk or lack of risk at Frank P. Long Intermediate School. The
first letter was sent out to the parents within the school district by Dr. Giani on July 18th, 2017 to
inform that there were environmental tests conducted by Enviroscience for indoor air quality and
outdoor air quality. There was testing for microbial air samples for mold, allergens, asbestos, and
exterior air monitoring.165 The results that required corrective action were outlined in the letter
with the discovery of damaged asbestos pipe insulation, mold tissue in a classroom, and finding
an elevated pesticide compound in the basement.166 The pesticide organic compound was never
named in the letter, which prevents readers from doing a quick internet search. One would have
to go through the tests to find the elevated pesticide compound in the basement of the school.
In addition to these tests, due to community concern, the Board of Education authorized
further testing at Frank P. Long and prepared relocation options for the schoolchildren.167 The
letter from Dr. Giani reminds the community with an emphasis that “ensuring the health and
safety of our students, faculty, and staff is our number one priority.”168 Dr. Giani closes with an
update that the Board of Education will be presented with preliminary results on July 26th, 2017
and the public portion of the meeting begins later that evening at 7:30pm.
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As a result of a considerable amount of confusion about how the Enviroscience data was
collected was compared to NYSDOH and NYSDEC standards at the public meeting on July
26th, both the NYSDOH and the NYSDEC responded with letters on August 10th, 2017 to
clarify what standards were used and if the school was safe or not. These letters served as the
Town’s response as to whether or not the school was safe to reopen in the fall when they were
read at a public town meeting on the same day by Matthew Miner, the Commissioner of the
Recycling and Sustainable Materials Management Department. In light of the letters, Romaine
said, “Neither of these letters in any way, manner, shape or form suggest that there is health or
otherwise issue vis-a-vis the landfill at Frank P. Long School.”169
The first letter was from Dr. Elizabeth Lewis-Michl the director of the Division of
Environmental Health Assessment in the NYSDOH to Dr. James L. Tomarken, the
Commissioner of Suffolk County Department of Health Services. Dr. Lewis-Michl wrote this
letter in response to a letter sent by Dr. Tomarken from July 25th, 2017 in which he requested
that the NYSDOH review the results of the air samples collected at the Frank P. Long
Intermediate school and determine whether follow-up evaluation of conditions is warranted.170
The forty air samples were analyzed for VOCs using EPA Method TO-15. From these results,
the indoor samples were deemed “unremarkable” and “typical of indoor environments” when
Enviroscience compared the levels of VOCs found at the school to values from the NYSDOH
Study Volatile Organic Chemicals in Air of Fuel Heated Homes.171 The values of this NYSDOH
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study come from over 100 homes in New York.172 The NYSDOH then goes on to claim that the
comparison used by Enviroscience was appropriate.
Only in the basement were several VOCs detected at levels above typical background.
This concern was quickly dismissed in the next sentence of the letter by pointing out that “It is
our experience that the source of VOCs detected indoors is often associated with the storage and
use of products that contain these chemicals.”173 The source of the VOCs couldn’t be determined
based on this knowledge since there was no inventory of the products stored near the sampling
locations. It was unclear from the letter if there were future steps planned to reconcile this
potential source of VOCs in the basement.
Furthermore, in the outside samples, several VOCs were detected above typical
background. To define what was above typical background, the same NYSDOH VOC Study was
used. The puzzling aspect about this finding was that the VOCs found are associated with
commercial or industrial activities and the wind directions reported on June 8, 2016 and May 3,
2017 were from the west-northwest, which is largely residential with no nearby industrial or
commercial activities.174 Despite this, the NYSDOH didn’t recommend further testing of outdoor
sampling.
The second letter read aloud by Matthew Miner was addressed to Dr. Giani and sent from
Carrie Meek Gallagher the Regional Director of the NYSDEC. This letter serves several
functions: to respond to the SCCSD’s July 27, 2017 emails to the NYSDEC that asked for
clarification on the NYSDEC’s position on the presence of benzene in the neighborhoods
surrounding the landfill, give guidance on the use of appropriate comparison values for the onehour ambient air quality data collected at Frank P. Long Intermediate School by Enviroscience,
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and finally to explain how the NYSDEC’s stance on air quality samples collected at Frank P.
Long Intermediate School has been misrepresented.175
The confusion regarding VOC origin began in February meeting in 2016. This meeting
according to the NYSDEC was held to explain how odor episodes were traced and have since
been misrepresented. Result misinterpretation began according to the NYSDEC when the results
from the Town’s consultant, RTP Environmental Associates, presented their 2015 Odor and Dust
Monitoring Plan to the CCE and the BCC. According to the NYSDEC, an audience member
(who they refrain from stating is Adrienne Esposito, the Executive Director of the CCE) took a
photo of selected slides from the presentation and are being used in ways not intended. Esposito
took a picture of a slide that said, “Low levels of VOCs were detected. On-site and off-site
detections are correlated indicating the landfill to be the primary source.”176 Esposito was
drawing from the repertoire of contention by using a photo as evidence to expose the intentions
of the NYSDEC. The implications of the slide pictures were completely disregarded by the
NYSDEC. The NYSDEC needed to discredit the photos quickly so that they couldn’t be used by
Esposito and other opponents against the landfill.
To discredit Esposito, the NYSDEC stuck with its original claim that the “data did not
uncover any consistent patterns that would indicate there is any specific dominant outdoor source
of VOCs, other than the characteristic pattern of VOCs related to vehicular traffic.”177 The
NYSDEC also referred to their letter sent out to on November 21, 2016 to Esposito, which
explained how the NYSDEC did not conclude that benzene in the area is predominantly from the
landfill and was related to vehicular traffic. The November 21st, 2016 letter was also enclosed.
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The NYSDEC wanted to clarify any confusions regarding the source of benzene that arose from
the community and discredit claims from Adrienne Esposito. By addressing the slide issue head
on with a new letter and including a past letter addressed to Esposito, the NYSDEC was
effectively able to block activism. This damage control strategy made the NYSDEC appear to
have already handled the issue last November in their letter to Esposito and prove that they have
already discredited Esposito’s claims before. Since the NYSDEC was able to discredit Esposito’s
claims before, the strategy was to discredit her again by referring to the letter sent in 2016. Thus,
the slides could not gain political traction to hold the NYSDEC accountable, for too much time
had passed since the presentation in 2016. Since the slides could not make political traction, the
NYSDEC didn’t have to make any further statements and the issue was quickly dropped.
At the public portion of the meeting on July 26th, there was considerable confusion about
how the Enviroscience data collected in 2017 compared to the Annual Guideline Concentrations
(AGCs) developed by the NYSDEC. This confusion was addressed in varied differently in the
NYSDOH and NYSDEC letter from August 10th, 2017. The NYSDOH letter addressed this in a
footnote where the NYSDOH lists the standards established by studies from either the NYSDOH
and the NYSDEC that Enviroscience has used over time to compare their outdoor results to.
Enviroscience used the NYSDOH VOC study for comparison of outdoor results in 2015, AGCs
in their 2016 report and finally NYSDEC’s Semi-Annual (sic) Guideline concentrations in their
2017 report. The NYSDOH noted here that instead of using the NYSDEC’S Semi-Annual
Guideline concentration, the Short-Term Guideline Concentrations (SGCs) should have been
used. The difference between the two guidelines is not described, thus leaving the reader
uninformed and increasing the gap between science and the public.
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The NYSDEC mentions the standard confusion from Enviroscience from the July 26th
public meeting in the body of the letter instead. They also clarify that at the July 26th meeting
Enviroscience mistakenly had “an error on slides 35 and 36, which has led to public inquiries to
our office about the use of the term Semi-Annual Guideline Concentrations. This is incorrect
and, as stated on earlier slides, the proper term to be used in these slides is Short-term Guideline
Concentrations.”178
Here, the NYSDOH and the NYSDEC are translators of scientific knowledge. As such,
they hold more power over how to frame the discussion of scientific data. This speaks to the
science gap issue that generates a distrust of science produced and analyzed by the state
institutions. Both organizations pointed out the mistake made by Enviroscience, but didn’t go
into detail what the implications of this mistake meant. There was not much public ridicule over
this mistake and the NYSDEC defended Enviroscience by stating it was only a small error on the
July 26th presentation and suggested a more appropriate comparison value. The NYSDOH
instead placed the correction in the footnotes of the letter. Either way, the mistake is dismissed
by both government agencies as being small and inconsequential. The guideline confusion was a
missed opportunity for activists. If consensus was mobilized, activists could have reframed the
guideline confusion as the grounds for future testing.
The following day on August 11th, 2017, Dr. Giani sent out a letter to the school
community to summarize the letters sent out by the NYSDEC and the NYSDOH. Dr. Giani
referred to the July 26th Board of Education meeting which prompted him to reach out to the
NYSDEC for their position on the source of benzene in the community. As mentioned in the
letter from the NYSDEC letter, Dr. Giani summarizes that the NYSDEC determined the source
of benzene to be from motor vehicles. Dr. Giani goes onto discuss the NYSDOH Letter which
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was a response to Dr. Tomarken’s letter that requested a review of previous test data and the
district’s request for a review of the additional testing results. What is new from this letter is the
announcement of a special meeting of the Board on August 16th located at Bellport High School
with the public portion at 7:30 pm.179 A meeting notice was also released to announce the public
meeting. A meeting notice was also released by District Clerk Christine Flynn to announce the
public meeting as well.
The public meeting on August 16th was held to explain the results from the tests done at
Frank P. Long Intermediate School by Enviroscience. There, Enviroscience explained how they
came to the conclusion that the school was safe to reopen in September. The school and its
relation to the landfill were under great contention at this point. With an unclear answer from the
July 26th meeting about whether or not the school would be opening in the fall, there was much
at stake on the August 16th meeting. Ultimately, at the August 16th meeting, the Board of
Education deemed the school safe enough to open in the fall based on Enviroscience’s tests.
By deeming the school safe for children, the activities at the landfill were not disrupted. If the
Enviroscience test results determined the landfill and not vehicular traffic as the main source of
benzene, a link between the landfill and the health of school children could have been made.
Since there was no scientific proof of this linkage, criticisms of the results of these Enviroscience
tests by the CCE and the community were not able to prevent the school from reopening.
On August 18th, 2017, just two days after the school was deemed safe to reopen, the
NYSDEC released its first Brookhaven Landfill factsheet. This first fact sheet was released at the
end of this episode of activism, as a summary and reaffirmation that the landfill was safe and
efforts were being made to improve air quality. The fact sheet compiles information that the
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NYSDEC qualifies as necessary for the community to know. There is no mention of the political
happenings on the ground between the SCCSD; instead, the technical steps the NYSDEC is
taking to ensure are the main focus. This whole layer is erased from the story, leaving the viewer
with minimal information to figure out who are the other players on the field. The goal of
simplification is to authoritatively get concerned readers to quickly understand the information
and avoid political questions. Even though the goal is to avoid political questions, at the end of
this factsheet there is contact information and an odor hotline to appear as transparent as
possible. The factsheet is designed so that the readers will get all the information needed so they
will not have to ask questions, but for the sake of a transparent government, the option is still
there.
The appearance of transparency on the part of the NYSDEC is important so that people
feel that the information presented is open to question. If the information is readily open to
question, then the information may be interpreted as unbiased and objective. The types of
questions the fact sheet promotes are technical questions rather than political questions. The
factsheet creates a gap between what is presented on the paper, and how the information came to
be. The negotiations between the various actors aren’t present, as if what is on the page isn’t
contested at all. On the factsheet, the NYSDEC positions itself as the main source of information
with no clear pathway to oppose or negotiate their viewpoint of the situation at Brookhaven
Despite clear resistance and questioning the results that the school was safe produced by
Enviroscience, activists were unable to close the school and trace the source of VOCs back to the
landfill. The NYSDEC and the Town benefits from the regime of valuation which creates a
hierarchy where scientific evidence that supports the growth machine is placed above the
environment. Anecdotes and other personal experiences expressed by community members are
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overshadowed by the scientific evidence that the landfill is safe and the economic benefit the
landfill brings to the Town as well.
The dialogue between the CCE, NYSDOH, NYSDEC, and the concerned parents Frank
P. Long School show the conundrum activists are in where the state is both the target and
fulcrum of activism. As institutions that are supposed to protect the community’s quality of life,
the NYSDOH and the NYSDEC have the cultural authority to interpret the results from
Enviroscience for the public, and justify Enviroscience’s findings. Due to this, the activists
simultaneously need to criticize the state and ask for help from the state in order to insert itself
into the political process to protect the environment.
Activists walk a tight line since they need to work within the system in order to change
the system that oppresses activism in the first place. Activists at Brookhaven have not been able
to work within the system where the scientific standards set by the EPA for the NYSDEC to
enforce have not been conducive to a safe environment in Brookhaven. Furthermore, it is
difficult for activists to infiltrate a solid waste management system that is set up to benefit the
NYSDEC, the Town of Brookhaven, and Covanta. The EPA who set up the standards for the
NYSDEC are not compatible with the perceived environmental risk at Brookhaven. Thus, the
scientific results desire to make environmental health claims in the first place are difficult
because of these standards already set. A system of science standards that supports the local
growth machine intentionally excludes alternative narratives that seek environmental
sustainability and a healthy environment. Without success within the system set up by science
institutions, activities at the landfill have continued to unchanged.
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Still up in the air for debate: 2018-2019
In August 2018, a Notice of Claim threatening a lawsuit against the Town of Brookhaven
was filed by twenty-four plaintiffs. These plaintiffs include Bellport homeowners, teachers, and
parents of students at Frank P. Long Intermediate School. The Town was accused of “dereliction
of duties” in maintaining the landfill.180 The plaintiffs are concerned about their quality of life
since they link the landfill to be the cause of strong odors and health concerns such as cancer. E.
Christopher Murray, who worked with the BCC in 2012 to fight against expanding the height of
the landfill, has been rehired to represent the plaintiffs. He stated that since 1998 there have been
thirty-five cases of cancer among teachers out of a staff of 105 people.181 The Town had ninety
days to respond before the lawsuit gets filed in the NYS Supreme Court.
After this announcement, there was a lull in activism, as the Town continued to cap Cell
6 of the landfill, which began in March 2018 with the goal to have over 70 percent of the landfill
capped in winter 2018.182 In December 2018, there were increased complaints about odors. A
few months after this odor episode, in March 2019, it became known that the Town of
Brookhaven violated air quality rules in December. After complaints from seventy-five people,
the NYSDEC inspected the matter. According to the NYSDEC, the Town of Brookhaven
violated air quality rules for nearly two weeks in December and failed ten of eleven inspections
from December 13, 2018 to December 26, 2018.183 Christopher Andrade, the Commissioner of
the Department of Recycling and Sustainable Management as of July 2018 said the town has
been “working with the NYSDEC, we have undertaken an aggressive program to cap and close
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this landfill and provide increased measures to combat odors traditionally associated with the
landfill.”184 Here, Andrade is defending the landfill by stating that the Town has been working
with the NYSDEC to cap the landfill. Adrienne Esposito said these violations amount to “a slap
on the wrist” for the Town and don’t fix the issue.185
Brookhaven officials said, “the release of odors was inadvertent and stemmed in part
from poor weather that hampered the Town’s plan to install a cap.”186 The Town was deflecting
the blame onto poor weather conditions which are out of their control. This is a strategy the
Town used to diffuse tension when the way the Town is managing and operating the landfill is
directly challenged by science. Town officials also blamed the nearby privately run composting
plant that causes foul smells as well.187
On April 3rd, 2019, the lawsuit notice which began in August 2018 was filed in the New
York State Supreme Court. The lawsuit claims that the landfill has decreased the quality of life
for the community. The lawsuit cited noxious odors, negative health impacts on students and
multiple cases of cancer for teachers and staff at Frank P. Long Intermediate School. According
to Murray, "The town has failed to take reasonable steps to prevent harmful substances and
noxious odors from polluting the surrounding communities including Frank P. Long School."188
Murray went on to say that “the town has ignored the public's pleas for help and has repeatedly
failed to mitigate the odors and protect the health of residents. The government has chosen to
ignore the public, but these 24 plaintiffs will get their day in court."189
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By taking the legal route, there is hope that activists will be able to gain footing to make
larger claims against the Town of Brookhaven. This approach has a large financial and time cost.
This is something activists must take into account when trying to sustain contention against the
landfill. While the legal aspects of the landfill unfold in the background over time, the movement
must also strategize to keep the pressure on the Town and the NYSDEC, while also increasing
consensus mobilization. The activists at Brookhaven have to work along two timelines—long
term legal incrementalism and daily consensus mobilization. This strategy can work when there
are ongoing, major crises on an issue that can serve to create continuous political opportunities;
in the absence of obvious crises or violations, it is difficult to sustain community mobilization.
Consensus must be mobilized by the time the lawsuit is nearing a close so that there is enough
support to take the movement to the next level the time is right. It is unclear at this point what the
outcome will be with this lawsuit, but the hope is that justice will be served to the community.

Conclusion: Prospective Pathways and Current Limitations to Activism
The threat of an expanded landfill so soon after the Frank P. Long Intermediate School
evacuation created an opportunity for activists to direct their efforts in a more impactful way
rather than just reporting complaints and a having regular meeting between the LLC and Town
Supervisor Lesko to talk about the future of the landfill. Fresh from a victory to stop sludge
permits, the response to the potential height increase gained momentum to become a strong
episode of activism that later got reinforced by the negative environmental aftermath of
Superstorm Sandy on the community. The passage of a proposal for a potential height expansion
called for a reorganization of activists. Activists were able to ride on the short intervals between
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these three major events to create a strong and successful episode of sustained activism, which
eventually died down.
Activism for a short period after this was stalled since they had to wait for the results
from scientific reports that were being prepared from 2015-2017. Activism from Brookhaven has
been episodic partly due to the fact that science takes time to be recorded, analyzed, and reported
so that it is accessible. In this interim, it is difficult for environmental activists to maintain
momentum. This problem has been unavoidable in the case of Brookhaven, where activists are
eagerly waiting to find evidence in support of closing the landfill. Efforts are especially delayed
when results do not match up with the hopes of activists as in the case of the debate in 2017.
Under the current institutions of science, activism has been blocked. The position of the
state as the protector of the public has limited the pathways activists can access to reach
influential allies. Thus, insufficient science produced as a result of standards set by the regulatory
systems in place has created a blockage environmental activists have had difficulty
circumnavigating. The NYSDEC and the NYSDOH are the institutions with the authority to say
that scientific evidence is conclusive and circulate this information to residents and politicians.
The science produced from these institutions is fixed by the standards that are already set. This
fixed science isn’t compatible with the various ways the public perceives environmental risk
since it is possible that the standards set for VOCs, particulate matter, and other harmful toxins
are set too low. Just like in the case of the woman who questioned the science and technology of
Covanta, the fixed science standards that the NYSDEC and the NYSDOH use to inform the
public excludes the various perceptions of environmental risk and leads to a greater distrust of
science.
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Pinpointing the difficulties the social movement at Brookhaven faces to a lack of
scientific evidence flattens the obstacles activists face. The internal issue of framing the
Brookhaven Landfill in a way that mobilizes people beyond those directly affected hasn’t been
resolved. Thus, activism needs reorganize so it can mobilize a larger consensus and successfully
put pressure the established political, government, and corporate actors that all feed into the
growth machine. The hyper-localism of activism against the Brookhaven Landfill case operates
within constricted borders that prevent it from being placed in a larger context that would include
the corporate system of Covanta in which the landfill is embedded is purposefully concealed and
removed from the conversation. The limited perspective activists hold about the landfill isolates
activists and renders them unable to recognize the structural causes of the landfill in the first
place. If the structural causes are unrecognized, it is less likely activists will reorganize their
approach. In order to protect the environment, not only at Brookhaven, activists need to reframe
their local environmental concerns so they are more inclusive and can address more broad
environmental issues.
By connecting to broader environmental concerns, the scale in which environmental
groups perceive the Brookhaven Landfill would be changed, and allow for larger coalitions to
link. Connecting to broader environmental concerns would require activism to frame the local
and the regional scale so that the two are seen as interconnected. The harder question is how can
the activists effectively mobilize their resources to do this and connect a supposedly local issue
such as the Brookhaven Landfill to larger issues of energy and waste management if they don’t
see the Brookhaven Landfill as having that potential in the first place? Unfortunately, activism as
it currently stands at Brookhaven cannot completely address this fundamental issue. Thus,
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activism needs reorganize so it can mobilize a larger consensus to successfully put pressure the
established political, government, and corporate actors that all feed into the growth machine.

83

Chapter Three: Public Distrust of Science and Policy
Introduction
Public responses to science are problematic. It is not just that a historically antiintellectual populace opposes the confident empiricism of science. Rather, in recent
environmental crises such as the Brookhaven Landfill, there are divided publics both of which
accept the validity of the scientifically based policy. Moreover, private industry is able to
leverage science in order to support its agenda. Part of the effort at Covanta has been to
demystify WtE technology and practices for those who are concerned through their website,
community events, and tours.
Despite public information available on the Covanta website and academic papers, which
shows that the technology used at the facility is scientifically safe and despite Covanta’s
reassurances that the plant is running well below the scientifically based permit limit, Covanta’s
manager still found that he was unable to convince the suspicious woman mentioned in chapter
one. Again, for that woman, there seemed to be two different sciences operating simultaneously.
The woman’s understanding of science is operating under the assumption that a newer more
accurate and objective science will produce a counter-narrative to the manager’s telling. For the
manager, the scientific story to defend the WtE was already resolved in his eyes with proof of
compliance with standards set by the NYSDEC and the EPA. For Covanta, local residents are
wary and distrustful of the science that says that the technology used at their WtE plant is safe.
Part of the effort at Covanta has been to explain WtE technology and practices for those who are
concerned through their website, community events, and tours.
The scientific results produced by the NYSDEC at Brookhaven were thrown into a realm
of debate for activists. Activists at Brookhaven were questioning the ways the NYSDEC and the
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NYSDOH came to the conclusion that the air was safe for the surrounding community. For the
state, the science already spoke for itself and didn’t need much more defending other than that
their word was true. At Brookhaven, activists don’t trust the science produced by the state since
they perceive a mismatch between the science produced and the community’s reality which
hasn’t been fully addressed. The activists are suspicious of the state’s results since the landfill
has been a major source of revenue for the Town of Brookhaven since its construction in 1974.

Public Distrust of Science and Environmental Health Uncertainty
The distrust of science is embedded within the politics of not only Brookhaven but Long
Island at large. The choices made about the landfill are inherently political and thus have
political, ecological, and economic implications on society. The theoretical issue of public
distrust and the practical issue of how to apply science in policy-making for solid waste
management are not mutually exclusive concerns. Rather, they have a dependent relationship
whereby if there is a high level of distrust of science by the public, it is harder to incorporate
science that supports policy solutions. There is a feedback relationship where the strength of trust
reinforces the application of science through policy. With the successful application of science,
trust is reinforced. This circular feedback is very fragile and susceptible to disruption from
outside forces. Hence, the line between theoretical problems and practical problems is becoming
blurred. It is becoming harder to separate the two and pinpoint what kind of intervention is
needed to mend the relationship between the the public and science. The question that
sociologists, scientists, policy-makers, and other groups have been trying to grasp is this: What
are the forces that are putting this relationship in tension and consequently how do we untangle
these forces?

85

The work of sociologists and science and technology studies scholars set the stage to
explore the public's relationship with science since it became more apparent that science is a
product of social, political, and cultural forces. Gordon Gauchat in 2016 wrote an article to test
Chris Mooney’s claim in The Republican War on Science in 2005 that conservatives have
become increasingly distrustful of science. To test if conservatives have become increasingly
distrustful of science, Gauchat looks at the public trust in science by analyzing data from the
General Social Survey from 1974 to 2010. After analyzing this data, Gauchat was able to trace
group differences in trust overtime. Gauchat’s study tested three main hypotheses. Gauchat’s
study results found that trust in science was relatively stable over time except for respondents
who identified as conservative and those went to church frequently. Conservatives began the
period with the highest level of trust in science and ended the period with the lowest, supporting
the politicization thesis.190
Gauchat’s results emphasize the influence of social factors such as political ideology and
religion on attitudes toward science. This is a group-specific phenomenon that Mooney described
in terms of cultural shifts within the United States and ideological conflicts. The cultural shifts
Mooney described happened after the first two decades following World War II. Gauchat
summarizes this period as a time when “political parties and ideologies were largely neutral and
even deferential toward the scientific community.”191 According to Mooney, it was in the 1970s
when the new right emerged. The new right is characterized as a group that is ideologically
opposed to science and is skeptical of science, intellectual establishments at universities and
colleges, and government regulation. The new right is also associated with the religious right and
transnational corporations. Members of the religious right have moral convictions that are in
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opposition to science. For example, they are against Darwinian evolution. Oftentimes,
transnational corporations will try to undermine federal controls based on science in order to
protect profits.192
This coincided with the rise of regulatory science in the 1970s which Sheila Jasanoff
defines as “the institutionalization of science’s legitimization role through the formation of a
science advisory community.”193 The rise of regulatory science, according to Gauchat, could
have contributed to the new right’s distrust of science since this political element is ideologically
opposed to government regulation. Since science is deeply entangled with these partisan
institutions that have been political since their inception, there is a worry that “the authority of
science no longer provides sufficient legitimacy to policy-makers and government regulators.”194
Regulatory science’s role as an advisory source to inform public policy submits it to policy
debates that are inherently political and ideological. The cultural authority cannot avoid being
politicized and is subject to be undermined by ideological agendas that may or may not be in the
best interest of the public. This is particularly troubling as political positions on environmental
issues have become increasingly polarized. The two cultural shifts in Mooney’s account that
followed the neutral post World War II period are President Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980,
which he believed gave the new right more political power and the election of George W. Bush,
which he marks as the start of the “war on science” for conservatives.195
The politicization of science by various institutions observed by Science and Technology
Studies thinkers is putting the cultural authority of science into question, with implications that
aren’t fully understood still. For Gauchat, science gets its cultural authority from the link
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between scientific knowledge and political authority.196 Scientific knowledge gains its credibility
from political authorities due to “cultural perceptions about its political neutrality and
objectivity.”197 In effect, the credibility from political authorities legitimizes the use of science
within institutional practices and policy. Since science is used to inform policy makers and other
actors who are politically invested, science has reached into aspects of people's lives traditionally
relegated to the private sphere, and has become open to political scrutiny in spite of claims of
being objective. There is speculation that since science has been so deeply involved with
advising other politicized institutions, “the authority of science has reached its upper limit” can
be delegitimized and removed from its role as an objective cultural authority.198 Furthermore,
since the cultural authority of science is being questioned because it has been politicized, there
are new speculations about “how political orientations shape public trust in science and how
these dynamics might influence the way science is organized.”199 Gauchat alludes to a shift from
regulatory science to neoliberal science that has possibly begun a reorganization of science that
changes science’s relationship to public policy.200
With growing discontent from conservatives during an increasingly politically polarized
time in the United States, science hasn’t been able to provide any political consensus since the
1970s. Instead, conservatives have been distrustful of science and the regulatory institutions that
constitute it. The combination of the lack of trust among conservatives and the politicization of
science, Gauchat suspects, has caused a reorganization of science that impacts science’s
relationship with private economic interests and government.201 Conservative’s reluctant attitude
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toward regulatory science that requires government funding threatens scientific institutions and
their role as a cultural authority that advises public policy. Gauchat considers that it may be
science’s cultural authority that has engendered the politicization of science where “organized
science would reach a level of social prestige and power that would engender public anxiety.”202
This turned out to be true among conservatives, who are ideologically and politically opposed to
science as an institution that has a say in how to govern the public’s lives.
Understanding public trust in science at the national level informs how more local
communities relate to the scientific community. Lay people may not understand the intricacies of
science, “but they are aware of commercial imperatives, skeptical about politics, and distrustful
of the competence and impartiality of regulatory frameworks.”203 Consequently, the acceptance
of science is more nuanced than one’s knowledge of science and the claims of following
regulations. The relationship between science and the public is now also based on “people’s
lived experiences, morality, worldviews, beliefs, concepts of risks, and trust in various social
institutions.”204
Anxiety stemming from distrust of regulatory science takes two different forms when
comparing Covanta and Brookhaven. Regarding Covanta, the anxiety takes shape as a complete
distrust of the corporation rather than the government regulations and permits Covanta operates
under. Reminiscent of the growth machine at Brookhaven, corporations are suspected to have
profit as their main motive and purposefully “challenge science to undermine federal controls
and protect their profit margins.”205 The community at Garden City is suspicious of Covanta, a
private corporation whose main concern is considered to be profit. Corporations, driven by profit
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and growth, have been a red flag that makes communities wary of their intentions with nearby
communities. Feelings of distrust are directed at Covanta rather than the regulatory bodies that
allow Covanta to operate in the first place.
From 2009 to roughly 2012, a group called Stop Covanta in Hempstead (SCH) had a
webpage to voice their opposition against Covanta Hempstead. This group is indicative of the
distrust directed toward Covanta rather than regulatory institutions such as the EPA and the
NYSDEC. According to the SCH “Covanta Issues” page, plant stack emissions are checked by
the NYSDEC once a year and all other tests are done by a company hired by Covanta.206 The
blame here is not on the inadequate involvement of the NYSDEC in checking stack emissions,
but instead on Covanta’s involvement in the emission test process. Furthermore, on the
“Arguments Against Incineration” page, SCH claims that 1) the science research shows that
incinerators emit nanoparticles that are smaller than what is regulated by the EPA and 2) these
particles aren’t effectively captured by air pollution control technology.207 The page didn’t
provide any sources to support this claim. Nevertheless, the onus is put on Covanta’s technology
rather than the regulatory institutional standards set by the EPA. Like the woman who didn’t
believe the manager, SCH places responsibility on Covanta rather than the insufficient and
lagging regulatory standards that Covanta follows in the first place.
With the recognition of public anxiety the facility creates, the manager argued that in
order to stay competitive in the business Covanta has to be as sustainable as possible with the
best available technology to ensure that emissions are constantly under control. The Covanta
manager went on to say that corporations have a lot at stake with science and technology
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produced by regulatory agencies, referring back to the MACT program implemented that
regulates the technology used at the Covanta Hempstead facility. Again, compliance with
regulations undermines any arguments against the operations at Covanta.
At Brookhaven, activists believe in the concept of regulatory science that is meant to
protect the people, but are finding that this isn’t the reality at Brookhaven as children, teachers,
and community members continue to get sick. There is a distrust of regulatory science since it
“directly connects to policy-management and, therefore, has become entangled in policy debates
that are unavoidably ideological.”208 The Town politicians, in an attempt to maintain the status
quo of the local growth machine, have supported the continued operation of the landfill at the
expense of the community, according to activists. The NYSDEC and the Town have
continuously produced science and statements that the landfill is safe. Activists’ believe in the
core value of science, but are questioning the institutional structure of regulatory science and its
intentions. Activists are suspicious of the science as they observe students at the Frank P. Long
Intermediate School have itchy eyes, nausea, headaches, and difficulty breathing, as well as
thirty-five staff members who have had cancer. The science used by the NYSDEC is propagated
as an objective reality that shouldn’t be under question and has rejected any claims that state
otherwise.
Coupled with a distrust of science, there is uncertainty of an environmental health risk
present in communities. The field of environmental health is a broader conception of disease that
incorporates the social, political, and environmental factors that may put humans at risk of toxic
exposure.209 This approach is fundamentally different from approaches that focus on sick
individuals and instead shifts to a focus on specific populations. The field of environmental
208
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health looks at structural causes such as the placement of neighborhoods, schools, and homes in
relation to toxic exposure, but includes how individual’s or group’s race, ethnic, and gender
identity may play a role in toxic exposure.210
At Brookhaven, there is much uncertainty in the environmental health risk the landfill
poses. Making the case for environmental health at Brookhaven is difficult when there is a lack
of clear and consistent scientific and medical evidence. Although there are immediately apparent
health effects such as headaches, itchy eyes, and nausea, illnesses such as cancer can take years
to appear. The time gap between the emergence of dormant illnesses over time makes causality
more difficult to pinpoint. Hence, the precise link between environmental factors and human
health become murky. Not only is there a waiting period for illnesses to manifest, there is also
one when waiting for scientists to test and produce science. It is evident that these are two
structural blockages of activism in Brookhaven that the field of environmental health seeks to
address.
Uncertainty about Covanta’s motives is reflective of distrust of transnational corporations
and the scientific narrative they use to prove their activities aren’t harming the environment.
Covanta Energy has WtE facilities across the United States, Canada, Ireland, England, and Italy.
Localism and a cultural ethos that places value on local attachment is a perennial strand in
United States history. The thinking behind such advertising mantras as “Buy Local” appeals and
taps into this sentiment. Local businesses are viewed as more trustworthy because of attachment
to a specific place. They are more likely to be seen as good neighbors.211 As discussed earlier,
there is a lack of trust between Covanta and the community and is considered to be a threat to
public health by some. Covanta tries to be a transparent actor on their website and for the
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surrounding community by providing information about its benevolent, daily activities as a
corporation.The way Covanta conveys their message through media is complicated by the
phenomenon of greenwashing as explained in chapter one. It doesn’t matter whether or not the
facility at Covanta is harmful to the environment or not. This strategy has proven to not be
enough to convince the public Covanta is working in their interest.
The anxiety about regulatory science is the convergence of the idealistic view that the
protectors of citizens are not doing their job and the emerging suspicion that it is instead aiming
for more generic economic growth at the expense of local or particular communities. At Covanta,
this relationship is clear with the profit interests of transnational corporations and their growing
influence in shaping government and public opinion. The alliance between political elites at
Brookhaven and business is apparent with the Brookhaven Landfill still in operation despite
environmental health risk concerns expressed by the community over the years. As earlier
discussed, without scientific proof, activists are stuck in within the gap between scientists and the
public, unable to frame their environmental health concerns in a way that can mobilize consensus
into sustained collective action that holds government agencies accountable. For both Covanta
and Brookhaven, the question that arises is who is watching the watcher? Can this new watcher
produce a newer science that tells the objective truth?

Public, Policy-making, and Politics
Having policies that display the potential of practical solutions science can bring to the
table doesn’t fully take into account the structures already in place that oftentimes prevent a
positive feedback loop between trust in science and the application of science through policy. In
the case of environmental problems, there is no motivation to rebuild the relationship between
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the two since it is not in the best interest of businesses, governments, and policy-makers under
the operation of the growth machine. This would disrupt the structural relationship between them
and would require a reorganization of power that wouldn’t permit these stakeholders to maintain
influence.
Policy has the potential to solve environmental problems, but the economic and political
contexts in which they are formulated must be accounted for if the environment is a priority.
Recognizing the power dynamics that shape policy is important to move past its current
limitations and rebuild the relationship between the public and scientists through the application
of practical scientific environmental policy solutions. The public’s relationship with science
informs its relationship with policy. Like the public's relationship with science, the public’s
relationship with policy is also political in nature under further inspection. A quick reading of the
relationship between politics and policy oftentimes cast politics as the factor that prevents good
policy. Is this the case? How does this perspective limit our conceptualization of what good
policy looks like?
It is true that distrust in science limits the potential policy options, but Deborah Stone in
Policy Paradox takes us beyond this simplified reading where the rational analysis tools of
policy is against the unpredictability and irrationality of politics. Stone redefines policy-making
as “a constant struggle over the criteria for classification, the boundaries of categories, and the
definition of ideals that guide the way people behave.”212 Recognizing political dynamics that
shape policy is important to move past its current limitations. It is the conceptualization of policy
as a rational process that constrains potential solutions, not politics. Embracing the political
nature of policy-making where there is a competition of ideas creates a new framework for
212
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policy analysis. The new framework Stone proposes embraces the politics of the policy-making
process, where policy-analysis “accepts politics as a creative and valuable feature of social
existence.”213
Policy-making, for Stone, is not outside the boundaries of politics since “the very
categories of thought underlying rational analysis are themselves a kind of paradox, defined in
political struggle.”214 Thus, policy processes do not exist before or without politics. Furthermore,
recognizing policy analysis itself as a “creature of politics” opens the door for stakeholder
engagement.215 Embracing the politics of formulating policy allows for a new kind of
stakeholder engagement that is more inclusive and can better account for the various public
values. Without stakeholder engagement, the public is left out of the political process in which
policy is created. By adding more seats to the table and including more stakeholder, the hope for
Stone is that policy goals will be more considerate of the various public perceptions of equity,
efficiency, security, and liberty.216
Working with Stone’s creative space of policy, stakeholder engagement is able to take a
new form. Susan Owens wrote a commentary in Environment and Planning that helps us to
distinguish two rationales for public engagement. The first rationale Owens describes aligns with
the more traditional approach to policy-making conceptualization that Stone argues against. The
traditional public engagement rationale is based on “a rationalist, ‘information deficit’ model”
where the public is engaged to be “better informed and converted to a more ‘objective view’.”217
This rationale, Owens notes can have genuine intentions where policy-makers believe that if the
public is aware of environmental problems. then they will “gain acceptance for policies that must
213
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ultimately impact upon people’s lives.”218 This approach to public engagement can be criticized
since it maintains the power dynamics between the ‘experts’ and the public that environmental
groups seek to undo. Under these power dynamics, it is difficult for environmental activists to
express their perceptions of environmental risks.
The alternative that Owens’ proposes dovetails with Stone’s creative space that policy
should enjoy and embrace. Owens calls the alternative rationale for public engagement the civic
model. The civic model, according to Owens is both a deliberate and inclusive conception of
public engagement that is “less prescriptive about the direction of information flow and admits a
wider range of understandings into the category of ‘expertise.’”219 Owens’ civic model is aware
that both science and policy institutions are dependent on one another for legitimization but that
they are also mutually exclusive institutions that the public has separate relationships with. The
civic model facilitates the various perspectives on environmental risk and allows for us to have a
policy that considers these understandings. The inclusion of various perspectives “helps not only
to identify or implement solutions, but to define or reframe, what the problems actually are.”220
Stakeholders under this framework possess the power to change the policy-making process by
demanding changes in the ways scientists gather and interpret evidence which trickles down to
the policy solutions proposed.221
The pitfalls of the civic approach are when civic engagement programs are made that
don’t incorporate public input in a way that changes the way data is collected and interpreted. A
lukewarm attempt to engage the public at Brookhaven was when the Community Air Screen
Program (CAS) Program the BVA and the SYCA was approved by the NYSDEC. These groups
218

Owens, 1142.
Owens, 1444.
220
Owens, 1444.
221
Sylvia N. Tesh, “Environmentalism, Pre-Environmentalism, and Public Policy,” Policy Sciences 26, no. 1 (1993):
1.
219

96

applied for the CAS Program citing the March 2011 school evacuation.222 The partnership
between the NYSDEC and the community groups was an attempt to democratize science.
Sometimes these programs can be helpful in fostering a relationship between the community and
scientists, but in the case of Brookhaven, this effort has been fruitless on the activists end.
The results from the CAS Program didn’t find concentrations of toxic air pollutants that
would be considered to be a public health concern.223 The NYSDEC has been able to co-opt the
push to democratize science and engage the public in science by involving them in the process to
collect data, but there is no mention that the community has any input in the interpretation
process.224 Instead, the same standards persist. This is surface level engagement with science that
doesn’t account for the community’s various visions of environmental risk since they don’t have
any way to change the way scientific data collected is interpreted.
In 2018 another CAS Program was approved by the NYSDEC when the BVA applied
with air quality, odor, and benzene concerns.225 As in the case of the CAS Program in 2014, the
results didn’t show up in favor of the activists struggle to close down the landfill with scientific
proof that it was unhealthy for the community.226 The NYSDEC was able to say once again that
they not only listened to the community’s concern but also worked with the community. The
CAS Program is an opportunity for the NYSDEC to co-opt the values of transparency and
democratizing science. If the NYSDEC can appear to have these shared values of
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environmentalists, the NYSDEC is able to create a narrative where they are not the enemy of the
activists and reframe themselves as friends of activists.
Activists in the BVA and SYCA were given the opportunity to test the air with the
NYSDEC, but since these results have proven useless for activism, it seems that the CAS
Program is more a tool of cooptation for the NYSDEC rather than finding evidence to validate
the community’s environmental health concerns. These programs on the surface show that the
NYSDEC is willing to work with the community; meanwhile, residents are still complaining
about noxious odors. The NYSDEC’s strategy to prevent activities at the landfill from being
disrupted is to consistently say that there is no scientific proof that the landfill is causing cancer
or other illnesses. This limits the repertoire of contention available for the CCE to use against the
NYSDEC.
Empowering the public at the stage where the stakeholders can change the way science is
collected and interpreted is crucial since science is an advisory tool used by policy-makers.
Because of this structure, public trust in science is dependent on involving stakeholders in the
political process that is policy-making. Data doesn’t become a meaningful piece of information
until it is extracted and interpreted by the scientists themselves. These scientists operate under
already set standards, which impact how they interact with the data and deem what is relevant. It
is in this space where science is interpreted for the public that access is denied to activists
groups, which can stall their efforts.
Under the civic model framework stakeholders are able to ask scientists different
questions about environmental issues and what scientific analysis is based on allows for policies
to be formed that better protect the environment, human health, and rebuild the relationship
between the public, scientists, and policy-makers. Questioning the procedure, collection, and
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interpretation that science undertakes translates into new policies that wouldn’t be possible if
these aspects of science were left unquestioned by an unengaged public. Adopting various
perspectives welcomes the structure of policy-making itself as a politically constructed creature
by policy-makers, science experts, and the public in which the relationship between the three can
be rebuilt in a way that moves “beyond prescribed responses to predefined problems and far
removed from the quest for passive compliance with technological imperatives.”227
Before the Brookhaven Landfill closes in 2024, the NYSDEC and the Town of
Brookhaven officials have decisions to make about the solid waste management structure of
Long Island. As it stands, there hasn’t been any official proposals by the NYSDEC to address
this solid waste crisis Long Island is moving toward. This is problematic because regardless of
the policy solution chosen, the solid waste infrastructure Long Island has built will have to be redesigned to accommodate the landfill closing. Thus far, all that has been proposed at the landfill
is converting it into a solar panel field.228 Transforming the landfill into a solar panel field
doesn’t address the underlying issue at hand. This is a band-aid policy choice that doesn’t get to
the root of solid waste management issues at Long Island. The larger scale question of how to
reorganize solid waste management must be coordinated by multiple levels of government and
private corporations. There has been little initiative on the part of the NYSDEC since 2017 when
a permit request was discontinued by Green Rail Transfer Inc. Without support from the local
levels, the NYSDEC has had and will continue to have trouble implementing a satisfactory
environmental policy solution.
Beginning in 2015, the NYSDEC began to consider waste-by-rail options by reviewing a
request made for a one-year renewable permit by Green Rail Transfer Inc. to address the
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underlying solid waste management issue on Long Island. Green Rail Transfer Inc. is a private
company that picks up municipal solid waste at transfer stations and transports it by railway to
landfills or WtE facilities.229 The plan would have utilized the services of New York and Atlantic
Railway, which leases the use of the Long Island Railroad track system.230 New York and
Atlantic Railway transports C&D waste out of state, but it doesn’t take municipal solid waste.
The municipal solid waste that isn’t burned at a WtE plant is shipped out of state by truck to
Pennsylvania, Ohio, Virginia, and New Jersey. Policy-makers will have to account for a change
in the waste flow when the landfill closes to account for C&D and ash the landfill previously
handled. The proposal sought to include municipal solid waste to be shipped to out of state
landfills in Virginia by railway.
The application was filed in October 2015 and the proposed transfer station for municipal
solid waste was located at Furrows Road in Holtsville.231 There, if the application was approved,
the site would handle 900 tons per day of municipal solid waste.232 In January of 2017, the
NYSDEC had its public comment period at the Holbrook Fire Department where people from
the nearby hamlets of Holtsville and Holbrook could express their concerns. At the meeting,
concerns of pollution, heavy traffic, and vermin infestation were voiced by attendees and
members of “Stop the Furrows Road Project” which emerged as a result of the transfer station
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proposal.233 Due to the complaints from the community, the Green Rail Transfer Inc. pulled its
NYSDEC application for the transfer station in April 2017.234
From the local perspective activists in the “Stop the Furrows Road Project,” this was
considered a victory. This was a small-scale success in protecting their environment from
potentially harmful emissions. Additionally, even though this isn’t mentioned, since the proposal
was pulled, neighborhoods that are around the landfill in Virginia benefited from this decision.
From a larger environmental policy perspective, the Not in My Backyard (NIMBY) opposition
from the community showed the real-world difficulty of coming up with a feasible sustainable
solid waste plan for Long Island’s future that considers public opinion. Time is running out to
implement a policy that considers both NIMBY concerns and the need for solid waste
alternatives has not been achieved yet.

233

Chang, “Residents Concerned over Planned Holtsville Solid Waste Site”.
Sarah Armaghan, “Firm Pulls out of Controversial Holbrook Project,” Newsday, April 5, 2017,
https://www.newsday.com/long-island/suffolk/company-pulls-dec-application-for-controversial-holbrook-project1.13366687.
234

101

Conclusion
For Long Island, it doesn’t matter whether the scale of the waste and energy system
becomes larger or smaller. What matters is whether or not social and economic justice,
ecological sustainability, and better human health are the result of the change in operations.235
The scale of the Brookhaven Landfill issue is produced socially “through social and political
struggle.”236 With this in mind, it's important to know what is on the agendas of the various
agents since they “produce outcomes, not the scales through which the agendas were
realized.”237 This underscores the need for community members to pay attention to the actors as
well as their agendas to have a more desirable outcome. Defining the scale of the Brookhaven
Landfill issue has been left to the Town, the NYSDEC, and Covanta, excluding
environmentalists’ input. Hence, under the current localized scale the Brookhaven Landfill is
contained in, outcomes produced in the social and political struggle benefits the local economy
as well as Long Island at large, but at the expense of nearby residents who have felt the negative
health consequences of this scale.
Using Stone’s policy analysis framework and Owens’ civic model, the voices of civic
groups and nearby neighbors could have been included in a way that reduces uncertainty in
environmental health risk. Including these stakeholders would have provided the necessary
visions of what a more ethical environmental policy would entail. Engaged groups under a
framework that encourages participation incorporates different ‘expert’ understandings of local
communities in policies and changes the process of policy-making itself. Policy-makers, under a
civic model, embrace the various political, moral, and ethical visions of what the environment
235
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should look like, changing the process policy-makers and scientists pursue to protect human
health.
The recognition of policy analysis as inherently political and a civic model of public
engagement, environmental policy-making becomes a stage with many different actors able to
speak their truths and fight for their values. Giving the space for the various understandings of
the environmental risk, morals, beliefs, and trust in institutions makes for a heterogeneous public
which can formulate a policy that encapsulates them as best as possible. This kind of
participation would better protect human health than the current form of engagement that
considers engagement to be merely informing the public about the policy. The goal for future
policy-makers should be to build these diverse understandings into environmental policy. An
environmental policy solution for the Brookhaven Landfill needs to work on two scales: 1)
protecting the health of nearby residents and 2) reaching an environmental policy solution that
embraces the political process of policy analysis that incorporates the various perceptions of the
environment.
The goal of this project was not to prescribe a complete strategy for Brookhaven activists
in detail, but rather to describe the current conditions at Brookhaven that have blocked a social
movement from gaining footage and to see what new pathways for activists can emerge through
sustained political action. One potential pathway for Brookhaven activists is to change the
narrative scale, so that it not only includes the local concerns, but also includes larger concerns
of solid waste management and the landfills relationship with Covanta. Adding these aspects to
the social movement reveals the dependency and fragility of the current waste system. The cause
for people to mobilize under this narrative is not only the landfill, but also the growth machine
system in which the landfill is embedded. Activism that addresses structural issues avoids the
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pitfall of being a band-aid approach that can’t cover the entire wound. Due to tests stating the
landfill is safe, and profit orientated politicians and Covanta, there is a distrust in the institutions
that they draw their power from, which translates into bad environmental policy ideas.
Addressing the structural issue head on may cause scientists and policy-makers to reorganize in a
way that can regain the public’s trust in them.
At the Brookhaven Landfill and Covanta Hempstead, the stage spotlight has been on the
established institutions, who have been cast in the leading roles. They have taken the spotlight
from opposing groups who have been waiting for their chance to be heard. Established
institutions have gotten their power from actively keeping other groups off the stage. Under the
current conditions at Brookhaven, there hasn’t been an opportunity for these actors to see the
light at the center. Additionally, withholding the light from environmental groups has left the
audience in the dark. Rebuilding the relationship between the public, science, and environmental
policy brightens the stage light so that it can illuminate the shadows where the environmental
groups have been. The brightened stage diffuses the power of established institutions by
revealing to the audience how they got to the center stage and the strategies they have deployed
to keep others off the stage. With a more intelligible stage, a window of opportunity is created
for the public audience to go behind the scenes and become the director who has the ability to
shift the established power dynamics in a way that environmental groups can proceed to the
center.
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